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Abstract 
The Communal “I” in American autobiography emerges as an aesthetic response to the 
pressure of using “the master’s tools” to write from a community on the margins to disclose 
identity in the conflicts of exclusion and belonging. In this case “the master’stools” to refer to 
several distinct elements the communal “I” is tasked with navigating: the use of what we have 
come to identify as standard English, the form and function of European autobiography as a 
celebration of individual exceptionalism, and the contradictory pressures on these 
autobiographies to both elevate and protect the communities in question from further 
marginalization. In addition, the work examines how three writers from these communities 
(Frederick Douglass, Maxine Hong Kingston and Gloria Anzaldúa) have been absorbed and 
framed within the emerging minority/diversity canon in American universities, and how one 
(Jesús Colón) has been conspicuously left out. The intention of effecting social change 
complicates and shapes the autobiographical in many ways. The communal “I,” as it operates 
in the autobiographies I focus on, both limits and expands the singular “I.” It gives the writers 
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The Communal “I”: Exclusion and Belonging in American Autobiographies 
By 
Melissa Coss Aquino 
When you are hungry 
learn to eat 
whatever sustains you 
until morning 
but do not be misled by details 
simply because you live them. 
Audre Lorde, “For Each of You” (1969) 
Introduction 
In her poem “For Each of You” (1969) Audre Lorde wrote, “Don’t be misled by the 
details simply because you live them,” to indicate that lived experience holds a dangerous 
power to seduce. She questioned the veracity of details that seek to confirm their own existence 
and rightness by virtue of having been lived. Her poetic demand is that the autobiographical be 
known for its potential to mislead. Lorde articulated an acute challenge for communities living 
under oppressive systems designed to convince them of the inevitability of their condition. She 
illuminated the difference between survival tactics, “when you are hungry learn to eat whatever 
sustains you until morning,” and truth, “but do not be misled by details simply because you live 
them.” It is my argument that the very challenge of writing from the autobiographical in this 
complicated terrain calls forth independent but interrelated aesthetic experiments that I call the 
communal “I.”1 To use “the margins” or marginalized communities to refer to this “complicated 
terrain” is itself complicated. There are those who resist the term marginalization as a 
perpetuation of isolation and exclusion. However, I use the term to refer to social and political 
acts of law and will that literally push people physically and psychologically to the margins so 
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as to solidify an invented center. The margins make the center possible. However, the margins 
also refer to a place of generative power in writing, a kind of Anzaldúan borderlands, where 
disparate ideas make contact. It is in the margins that readers speak to the text, offer possibilities, 
question, push back, clarify and even revise or refute what is written. There is a hidden transcript 
in the margins. I want the margins to be known for the generative power they have. The 
communal “I” emerges as a way to navigate lives that go from the margins to the center and back 
in a constant flow of bonds and ruptures. 
In a famous talk at the Second Sex Conference in 1979 Audre Lorde asked the audience 
to consider what it means “when the tools of a racist patriarchy are used to examine the fruits of 
that same patriarchy?” She responded, “It means that only the most narrow perimeters of change 
are possible and allowable” (98). Although Lorde was pushing back at the exclusion of women 
of color by white feminists, she was also theorizing the complex paradox of working for radical 
change within existing institutions, traditions and practices. Lorde then made what has become 
one of her most quoted and debated statements: “For the master’s tools will never dismantle the 
master’s house” (99). The statement questions tools of every sort without clearly defining them, 
even as Lorde directed it to white feminists: “They may allow us to beat him at his own game, 
but they will never enable us to bring about genuine change. And this fact is only 
threatening to those women who still define the master’s house as their only source of support” 
(99). Thirty years later, Roderick Ferguson gathered the results of this paradox in his book The 
Re-order of Things: The University and its Pedagogies of Minority Difference (2012). The book 
is a wide ranging examination of the emergence of minority/ethnic studies in universities and the 
erosion of their original link with the radical student-led movements that created them. Ferguson, 
similarly to Lorde, questions the way the institutional absorption of the minority demand for 
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diversity and representation was transformed into an intentional way of removing the political 
content and power to disrupt. 
I argue that the communal “I” emerges as an aesthetic response to the pressure of using 
“the master’s tools” to write from a community on the margins. In this case I use “the master’s 
tools” to refer to several distinct elements the communal “I” is tasked with navigating: the use of 
what we have come to identify as standard English, the form and function of European 
autobiography as a celebration of individual exceptionalism, and the contradictory pressures on 
these autobiographies to both elevate and protect the communities in question from further 
marginalization. In addition, the concerns of Lorde and Ferguson converge as I examine how 
three writers from these communities (Frederick Douglass, Maxine Hong Kingston and Gloria 
Anzaldúa) have been absorbed and framed within the emerging minority/diversity canon, and 
how one (Jesús Colón) has been conspicuously left out. Ferguson argues: 
…the ethnic and women’s studies movement applied pressure on the archival 
conventions of the academy in an effort to stretch those conventions so that previously 
excluded subjects might enjoy membership. But it also meant that those subjects would 
fall under new and revised laws…the American academy would help inform the archival 
agendas of state and capital--how best to institute new peoples, new knowledges, new 
cultures and at the same time discipline and exclude those subjects according to a new 
order. (The Reorder of Things 12) 
The intention of effecting social change complicates and shapes the autobiographical in many 
ways. The pressures on the writing (across various historical periods and across communities) 
are then compounded by becoming absorbed into the academy and being subject to “new and 
revised laws” which include how the work will be framed and read. Absorption into the 
academy, as Lorde warned, also limits the power to bring forth social change. The communal 
“I,” as it operates in the autobiographies I focus on, both limits and expands the singular “I.” It 
gives the writers strategic options for balancing self-representation with communal 
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representation, but it also facilitates their work becoming entangled in the representational 
dynamics of the diversity canon. An ancillary concern is the way autobiography from the 
margins is so frequently excerpted and used in the freshman composition classroom, yet 
autobiographical writing is widely resisted as a valued form for college students. I argue that the 
archival pressures and goals of academia to preserve a certain “order of things” limit the ways 
these texts are being taught and read. 
Autobiography as Writing for Survival 
Autobiography can be conceived ‘politically.’ 
One knows that one’s life is similar to that of a thousand others, 
but through ‘chance’ it has had opportunities that the 
thousand others in reality could not or did not have. 
By narrating it, one creates this possibility, 
suggests the process, indicates the opening. 
Antonio Gramsci (Selections from Cultural Writings, 1929-1935) 
How does one express individuality, which is the sine qua non of autobiography, without 
doing violence to the self so closely aligned and identified with the details Lorde warns about, 
especially if those details have been lived as a member of a community under siege? I propose 
the concept of a communal “I” in American autobiography as a tool for dismantling, to use 
Lorde’s term, the notion of ethnic autobiography as a diversity project to be used as 
“representations of identity” or inclusions of entire communities. The communal “I” emerges as 
both burden and opportunity. The writers I have selected develop complex strategies that expand 
autobiography to include language, mythology and structure to communicate the tensions of 
exclusion and belonging that are, and have always been, at the core of American identity and 
literary production. 
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Edward Said argues against the danger of the diversity model as “otherness,” how 
reading one’s self against an established pattern accepted as the norm makes it so that “…we 
appear as dislocations in their discourse” (140).2  Ethnic autobiographies are often anthologized 
and taught as fetish objects encased in an ethnic spectrum of inclusion: the Latino/a, the Asian, 
the African American, even if they are not overtly framed as such. The concept of the communal 
“I” takes up the challenge posed by Werner Sollors’s position in Beyond Ethnicity. “Taken 
exclusively,” he writes, “what is often called the ethnic perspective—the total emphasis on a 
writer’s descent—all but annihilates art movements…” (15). Sollors argues that ethnic literary 
history should be more about contact with literary movements, other groups, and “the 
persistent conflict between consent and descent in America.” Read as representations of 
groups, these works become their own canon of diversity, with a few of them occupying the 
largest spaces within the limited space reserved for “diversity” in academia. In the context of 
movements, aesthetics, and experiments in autobiographical production, however, they appear 
only sporadically, in their own “sections” to explore “otherness” in autobiography, or not at 
all. 
The authors I have chosen form part of what I see as an ongoing historic use of American 
autobiography that I call “writing for survival.” What brings these writers together across time is 
not their representative status from each ethnic or racial group, but shared aesthetic challenges. 
The authors are writing from experiences of subjugation or marginalization that exist in various 
historical contexts of exclusion from the American “we.” They are not to be read as the same or 
even equivalent. They are also not representative of American diversity. What binds them is the 
impulse to find aesthetic space for the expression and invention of physical, psychological, social 
and spiritual survival tactics through autobiography. Their work represents an artistic mission as 
well as a political one. Across historical periods and ethnic or racial identities these works offer 
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examples of Gramsci’s idea that, “By narrating it, one creates this possibility, suggests the 
process, indicates the opening” for dismantling the overt exclusionary project of the American 
mythology based on alleged inclusion (132).3 Analyzing the literary strategies that bind them is a 
way of centering the art that emerges from communities writing for survival within the tradition 
of the American autobiography. These works do not simply operate to “tell a story” of the self, 
much less the story of a community. They engage in world building projects that offer new 
structures for representing the self in relation to others. I also argue that our current framing and 
reading of these autobiographical narratives within the diversity canon is often a new iteration of 
exclusion. 
Why Autobiography? 
There is no such thing as autobiography. 
There is only art and lies. 
Jeanette Winterson (Art and Lies, 1996) 
The implication of Jeanette Winterson’s epigram is clear: it is impossible to tell the truth 
about one’s self. It is, however, possible to make art out of the attempt. As an introduction to her 
philosophical fairy tale Art and Lies (1996), these words serve as a line in the sand. Fiction tells 
truth. Autobiography lies. In 2013, when Winterson published Why Be Happy When You Could 
Be Normal?, she seems to have decided to give autobiography as a form a second chance. In her 
memoir, she traces the “real story” of her adoption, her adoptive mother, and her reunion with 
her birth mother. Much of her autobiography covers material used in her first novel, Oranges Are 
Not the Only Fruit, and she often references one against the other. Winterson is careful to 
delineate how the adopted mother in the novel was based upon, but “not actually the one,” who 
raised her. This is a distinction that Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson establish and explain in their 
theory of the Four Autobiographical “I”s.4 Winterson’s birth mother, who gave he 
6
adoption, had read her novel before they met for the first time. She apologized to Winterson for 
having had to suffer under such a terrible woman, referring to the adoptive mother from the novel. 
In her autobiography, Winterson writes about feeling protective of her adoptive mother and 
wanting somehow to say more about her, the “actual woman,” on record. It is a common impulse 
in autobiographical writing to try to set the record straight, but especially intriguing given her 
statement in Art and Lies. Her move seems to rely upon faith in a verifiable truth that can be 
revealed only in autobiography. 
It is a slippery slope to and from any agreement as to what that verifiable truth actually 
looks like or how it can be measured or even understood, never mind presented (Lejeune, de 
Man, Eakin).5 Hence, the centrality of Lejeune’s “autobiographical pact” relying on the authorial 
intention to come to terms with the truth of his or her life and not the exact rendering of it.6 
Lejeune also offers an interesting turn from the author to the reader as he explains, “To succeed 
in giving a clear and complete formula of autobiography would be, in reality, to fail…The 
history of autobiography would be therefore, above all, a history of its mode of reading: 
comparative history where we would be able to bring into dialogue the reading contracts 
proposed by different types of texts…” (30). This idea points to the pressures on these works 
from the framing and readings created by our anthologizing practices. 
The seeds for this dissertation take root in questions of truth telling. In her book 
Autobiography as Activism, Margo V. Perkins asks “In what ways does autobiography become a 
means for activists to seize control over their own images, often distorted or maligned in the 
popular press?” She then asserts, “Autobiography becomes an opportunity for activists to tell 
their own side of the story…” (xvi). She is analyzing three autobiographies written by women 
from the Black Power Movement to situate their books as political autobiographies. In that 
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Context, the turn to personal story telling is precisely directed at establishing a truth in contrast 
or response to perceived falsehoods generated about the community from the outside. This does 
not, however, address the challenges of such a project. What truth can autobiographies written 
under the pressures of marginalization verify? Whose truth can be told? Who will be believed? 
These questions do not appear in a vacuum, but rather in a historical continuum of American 
Literature and the ever shifting notions of what constitutes an American. I argue that these texts 
form a literary continuum of narrating the intersectional realities of race, language, gender, class, 
and sexuality through autobiography that is meant to contest the totalizing narrative of the myth 
of American inclusivity. Gramsci observed that, “Autobiography certainly has a great historical 
value in that it shows life in action and not just as written laws or dominant moral principles say 
it should be” (132).  Autobiographies from the margins are a literary record of the conflict 
around exclusion and belonging as it has been constructed and re-imagined legally and culturally 
in the United States. 
The constructions of self in relation to community are represented through a wide range 
of artistic choices in autobiographies that emerge from communities limited in their access to 
Sollors’s concept of consent and participation in the American “we.”7 These communities are 
limited in their ability to consent legally, socially, economically, and sometimes even 
geographically.8 I focus on formal literary experiments that illustrate the historic use of 
American autobiographies to navigate exclusion and belonging in communities under siege or on 
the margins. I pay particular attention to various literary strategies that serve to establish 
citizenship through language, recover lineages and mythologies, create new mythologies, 
engender empathy, and effect change for a communal “I.” The autobiographical experiments in 
form, frameworks, mythology, and self-revision have created “physical” and psychic space on  
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the autobiographical page both to represent the communal “I” and push past community to 
represent an individual, even if the individual finds herself in conflict with her multiple 
communities. Closely examining the aesthetics deployed to create this record provides an 
opportunity to reframe the work. 
Modern autobiography has long existed in a cultural space fraught with doubts about its 
authenticity, veracity and literary worth or value. In addition, attitudes towards autobiographical 
writing or life writing have become symbolic of the so-called culture wars in the United States. 
James Olney writes about the confluence between autobiography and inclusion in the academy in 
1988: 
Not only have previously excluded groups of writers-women, blacks, other minorities- 
been given entry into the canon, but also various writing modes, in particular 
autobiography, are recognized as having claims equal to those of more traditional literary 
genres. And these two aspects of the redefinition of the literary canon are not unrelated 
since women and Afro-Americans especially among previously slighted groups have 
always been strongly drawn to creation of a distinct identity through autobiographical 
expression. (Studies in Autobiography 1988, xv) 
Olney’s exceptional claim that “women and Afro-Americans especially among previously 
slighted groups have always been strongly drawn to creation of a distinct identity through 
autobiographical expression” is a perfect starting point for my argument that autobiographies 
from the margins are required to develop a set of aesthetic tools and experiments to represent a 
communal “I” that is assumed to supersede the individual “I” authoring the work. Olney makes 
no mention of the historical legacy of writers from these communities being told to rely on the 
veracity of their stories and not the art of their words, as in the case of Fredrick Douglass. It also 
points to a minimizing of the artistic impulse as secondary to the “creation of a distinct identity” 
that evidently these groups somehow lack without autobiography. According to this notion, and 
the miles upon miles of anthologies designed to “display diversity” in freshman composition 
courses, what is on display in the autobiographical writing by these authors is identity, not 
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artistry. Not because the artistry is not there, but because it is not understood as the primary 
criteria for inclusion. Furthermore, if it is a group identity and a group impulse which renders the 
writers from these marginalized communities autobiographers, then it stands to reason that they 
create from a communal “I” as opposed to an individual “I.” 
I adapt the model of Jospeh Campbell’s “heroic journey” to elucidate how the structures 
of departure, initiation, and return (with a boon for the community), reflect the paradox of the 
journey all of these writers must take away from their communities of origin in order to become 
the writers from those same communities. An essential aspect of this journey that deeply 
informs the emergence of a communal “I” is the way in which theses writers must perpetually 
occupy a liminal space that Campbell presents as a threshold to be crossed once transformed. 
The liminal, as explained by anthropologist Victor Turner, occurs in the middle of a ritual when 
participants "stand at the threshold" between a previous way of structuring identity, time, or 
community, and a new way, which the ritual establishes. Gloria Anzaldúa establishes how this 
operates in her own story as a Chicana Feminist Lesbian: “In a constant state of nepantalism, an 
Aztec word for torn between ways…the new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for 
contradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity” (78). Anzaldúa argues that to tolerate the constraints of 
the tightrope she walks between cultures she must sustain a constant state of liminality. As 
opposed to crossing a threshold, on the other side of which one is new, she establishes the 
liminal as a space more akin to borders which are regularly crossed and borderlands where one 
resides indefinitely. There has been significant feminist critique of Campbell’s heroic journey as 
specifically masculine (Murdoch; Nicholson), especially the notion of the woman as prize or 
object of quest and the hero as master.9 However, the element of journey away from community, 
as a requirement for the experience of self as autonomous, and the return with something of 
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value, being necessary for the experience of identity as part of the communal, allows for an 
expansive reading of several of these autobiographies as structurally similar to the heroic 
journey. It also speaks to the ways in which Hong Kingston and Anzaldúa specifically use 
mythology and structure to invert or contradict the masculine heroic project. 
The communal “I” represents a liminal space created in these autobiographies. On the 
one hand, it offers a way of articulating marginalization or being between cultures that negates 
one’s wholeness. On the other, it is also a way of claiming space for the shaping of individuality 
in between the clearly defined spaces available for communal identity on either side of the 
threshold. If there is a communal “I,” there must be an implied individual “I” that is different 
and separate. Liminal space is neither inherently good nor bad but influenced by the power of 
choice. There is the power of the chosen liminal space of an artist whose membership in a 
dominant class assures his ultimate belonging. There is also the suffocation and shame of the 
forced liminal space of exclusion and subjugation. For a writer from the margins, selecting the 
liminal space of life as an artist from the already marginalized spaces of social, economic, and 
legal exclusion is fraught with complications. Expressing this state of in-between, both chosen 
and forced, becomes the central task of the aesthetic experiments that constitute the communal 
“I.” 
The communal “I” emerges from a distinct group of autobiographical texts that relate 
stories bound not by descent, but by lack of consent. The having not come by choice,10 and 
having nowhere else to call home, is the universal inciting incident for these aesthetic 
experiments. This presents a protagonist with unique struggles and concerns. “Ni de aqui ni de 
alla” is a Spanish phrase that contains the surface tension. Literally it translates as “from neither 
here nor there.” Figuratively, it has a merry-go-round sound and feeling of a “no man’s land” of 
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constantly shifting identities many document in these autobiographies. That is the big tension at 
the heart of the communal “I”: we are neither this nor that, neither here nor there, and neither 
included nor fully excluded (or we would not be reading their words.) This is starkly visible for 
those who have been politically shut out of the great American “we” of whiteness that slowly, 
but surely, has engulfed all European ethnicities, including European Jews (though the latter 
entailed a separate and longer period of prejudice and exclusion). My main objective is to 
establish how these writers have navigated the aesthetic representation of exclusion and 
belonging in both the communities from which they emerge and in the communities into which 
they are thrust as representational. 
The Public Transcript Versus the Hidden Transcript 
The first open statement of a hidden transcript, 
a declaration that breaches the etiquette of power relations, 
that breaks an apparently calm surface of silence and consent, 
carries the force of a symbolic declaration of war. 
James. C Scott (Domination and the Arts of Resistance, 1990) 
Unlike the testimonio tradition from Latin America, in which one speaker speaks in the 
first person on behalf of a whole community, such as the highly contested but revelatory 
Rigoberta Menchú, the autobiographies I have chosen are deeply personal and aligned with the 
American tradition of establishing the exceptional self. They are also openly political. I contend 
that the communal “I” emerges as a tool for navigating what aspects of the exceptional “I” have 
been shaped and forged within the subjugated community and what has been given up in order 
to find space/voice outside the communal and often within the realm of the dominant. 
The autobiographies from the margins must be read within the structures of the power 
relations in which they are created and as a direct response to those pressures. These 
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autobiographies go beyond revelations of self to explore how power circulates and how 
subordinated cultures are expressed, perpetuated, dismantled, rebuilt, and understood by 
individuals within those communities.11 I interrogate the “us” and “them” of the dominant and 
the subordinate and the ways in which the needs for privacy and safety (secrets) in communities 
of origin often conflict with autobiographical works that reveal “us” to “them.” These 
autobiographies cannot unselfconsciously narrate the great American bildungsroman, nor can 
they ignore or negate the influence of education and European/American texts to which the 
emergence of their voices is inextricably linked. Ferguson argues that one of the “signature 
achievements of the affirmation of minority difference by the academy was to make the pursuit 
of legitimacy into formidable horizons of pleasure, insinuating themselves into radical politics, 
trying to convince insurgents that ‘your dreams are also ours’” (13). How do these writers 
experience this, express it, resist it, and create new forms to respond to these challenges of 
influence and incorporation? In many ways, the aesthetic choices made by these writers create a 
location where the most singular self may actually reside. It is in the singular power of the writer 
to choose and execute form, shape, and language that the most individual identity within this 
communal construct can be achieved. This is an indication of an “opening” towards liberation. It 
can also create conflict within the community of origin. 
There is an “us” and “I” within the subordinated groups as well. Limits (silencing) on 
individuality and self-expression are created from within these groups as both a rational response 
to fear and domination (do not trust outsiders and do not tell them our business because they 
have and will use it against us), but also as protective/defensive measures to maintain a space of 
freedom from surveillance/critique. As James Scott points out, “Every subordinate group creates, 
out of its ordeal, a “hidden transcript” that represents a critique of power spoken behind the back 
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of the dominant...” (3). The hidden transcript is also where self-critique of the community is 
expected to take place outside of the purview of the dominant. These autobiographies from the 
margins are often experienced by the community of origin as an invasion of the private spaces 
away from the dominant group. As a result, the texts are often rejected or critiqued from within 
the group as either anthropological tours (this is how we eat, raise our children, talk about white 
folks, deal with our humiliations) for predominantly white audiences, performances of 
assimilation for acceptance by the dominant, or worse yet, as confirmations of stereotypes that 
already hamper the community.12 By documenting the hidden transcript of their own 
communities through the “master’s tools” of education and literature, these autobiographers 
often seek to elevate their groups against stereotype and oppression. They also risk alienating 
themselves from the group by doing so, especially when they focus on the liberation of women 
within marginalized communities. 
The pressure to both write the self and represent community creates a secondary pressure 
to perform “authenticity” and “authority.” This dance between worlds has been a pervasive 
challenge for autobiographies from the margins since the slave narratives. In addition to 
performing this “authenticity” within their own communities, autobiographers from marginalized 
communities are pressured to perform it for the dominant power. William Andrews explains how 
the pressure to authenticate operated in the slave narratives since white audiences were only able 
to assume sincerity and authenticity from white writers they considered political peers and racial 
equals (3). The challenge facing the writers of the slave narratives, since “they could not 
predicate their life stories on this racially based trust,” was “to invent devices and strategies that 
would endow their stories with the appearance of authenticity” (3). My readings of these texts  
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identify the devices and strategies used to position an assumed (and often mistrusted) 
representational communal “I” in relation to the individual “I” of autobiography. They also show 
how these autobiographies, and the responses to them, can be understood in relation to the 
“hidden transcript” that circulates within marginalized communities. 
Gloria Anzaldúa’s concept of borderlands, Audre Lorde’s assertion of the liability of 
using the “master’s tools,” Gramsci’s concept of the “organic intellectual,” James Scott’s 
“hidden transcript,” and Foucault’s “circulation of power” form the theoretical underpinnings for 
my concept of the communal “I.” All five theorize the role of power, visibility, and validation 
from within conditions of power disparity to reveal the spaces in between. Gloria Anzaldúa 
coined it nepantalism (78), a condition of in-betweeness or being torn between ways that is not 
just marginal, but often beneficial and sacred. Where do the marginalized speak? Share ideas? 
Strategize? How do individuals from marginalized groups tell a story of moving from the 
margins to the center if education only further illuminates their marginalization? Considerations 
of power and domination expressed through the communal “I” operate at various levels to bring 
forth unique creative experiments in autobiography. 
The Writers 
Ch 1 Frederick Douglass 
Black American male autobiographies have perhaps been the most historically and 
persistently “shaped” in terms of what they must represent, to whom they must speak, and how 
they must sound doing so. There is a clear line of historical burden and sanctuary in the 
communal “I” of Black men writing in the United States. Frederick Douglass’s Narrative labored 
under the constructed audience and intentions placed upon it by white abolitionists. The recently 
best-selling epistolary declaration of a father’s love and outrage in Ta-Nehesi Coates’s Between 
the World and Me is embattled from within his own community by writers he considered role 
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models and heroes. The communal “I” operates to balance the strain of representing, the 
requirement to perform, and the desire to function as witness for both self and community. 
Although writing autobiographically (from the singular “I”), Douglass and Coates must speak to 
the violence against the Black male body, the rejection of Black individuality by American 
society, and refuge in a communal world of “blackness,” which also stifles due to its endless 
systemic oppression. Most revealing are the ways in which each writer finds voice and liberation 
in Europe,13 despite the historical links to the slave trade and colonialism, by simply escaping 
from the white American power to inflict bodily harm and render them invisible.14 There is a 
powerful link between the history of direct violence against African-American men and the 
ways in which this violence has shaped a communal “I” that provides sanctuary, as well as a 
representative burden of generating empathy, proving viability and worth, and finally defending 
a right to exist. In chapter one, I examine Frederick Douglass’s work and canonization as a case 
study of how our reading of these autobiographies, especially in undergraduate classrooms, is 
limited by what the diversity canon model allows them to represent. I focus specifically on the 
ways in which Douglass exposes the explicit expectation that he represent, protect, and uphold a 
communal “I.” 
In this chapter on Douglass, my concerns as a writing instructor merge with my scholarly 
and critical interests in the reading of autobiography from the margins. I am interested in the 
aesthetic disruptions, inventions, and manipulations that Douglass uses to create art for the 
purpose of liberation, and the ways in which he is too often taught in higher education settings in 
the U.S. as an identity place holder for slavery. I disagree with Winterson’s quip about 
autobiography and lies. I do think there is such a thing as autobiography telling truth, especially 
in terms of authors from the margins coming to terms with the truth of their lives (and being 
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believed) as a form of confronting the lies they are told about why they are marginalized in the 
first place. What I can agree with is that whether in truth or lie or some sliding scale in between, 
there is art. The work and framing of Frederick Douglass is a perfect example of how 
autobiography that has emerged from communities under siege in the United States reflects an 
art invented to represent the experiences of exclusion and belonging through both a singular and 
a communal “I.” 
At various points early in his career, Frederick Douglass was given directives by white 
abolitionists, who both extolled and depended upon his rhetorical powers, to “tone down” his 
eloquence and focus less on how he was telling his story than on the details of the story itself. He 
was also told to leave the “philosophizing” to them.15 His rejection of this advice, and his 
determination to free his voice and body from slavery, stands as one of the oldest examples of 
the American legacy of trying to control the use of language by an African American writer. Ta-
Nahesi Coates in 2017 still faces challenges to his voice and style that Frederick Douglass would 
have found familiar.16 That his central audience is white, that he is fetishized by these white 
audiences, and that in turn he fetishizes race are just a few examples of the ways in which his 
voice as a Black American man is expected to do a specific kind of work in the United States in 
clearly defined ways. These are critiques that often come from within the African-American 
Community that reverberate with the legacy of the struggle of the individual “I” from 
marginalized communities in the United States. Coates is not allowed to be simply a man writing 
an autobiography about his son and his body and his sense of safety in the world (a singular I). 
Coates must walk a very fine line between engendering empathy and being accused of 
pandering, between representing himself and representing his community in the pervasive 
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crisis of white supremacy. To do so he must take on a sense of the communal “I” even as he 
immediately comes upon its limitations. 
Frederick Douglass is a founding theorist of the possibilities and limits of language, and 
singular autobiographical stories, for communal representation. His voice, and his revisionist 
autobiographical practices, stand at the cusp of a long lineage of African American voices being 
restrained, trained, subjugated, and judged for the use of language(s) deemed “inauthentic” or 
“incorrect.” Voice, though always performative in writing, is somehow expected to reflect some 
kind of boiled down “authenticity” in African American writing and, specifically, in the work of 
Frederick Douglass as it is framed in freshman composition courses or textbooks. Douglass’s 
writing always responded to a need to represent a community and pushed back against the 
demand that it needed to sound a certain way. In this chapter, I analyze the pressures of the 
communal “I” on both his writing and on how his work is specifically used/limited in the 
classroom to represent “diversity” or “a people” or “slaves” as opposed to the aesthetic power 
and artistry of his words. I argue that this framing misses entirely the unique opportunity that 
Douglass and his path to literacy and rhetorical exceptionalism gives the freshman composition 
course to teach writing as both process and product for the dissemination of world- changing 
ideas. 
Ch 2 Maxine Hong Kingston 
The Woman Warrior: A Childhood Among Ghosts has been so completely embraced by 
the mainstream intellectual and academic world that it is documented as the most widely taught 
book by a living author.17 Kingston has won everything from a National Humanities Medal to a 
Guggenheim to a National Book Award to a Lifetime Achievement Award from the National 
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Book Foundation. From her excerpts in anthologies to the volume dedicated to teaching her 
work, MLA Approaches to Teaching Kingston's The Woman Warrior, her place in the canon 
seems secure. This immediately makes The Woman Warrior both suspect and champion in the 
same ways the most successful and well acculturated immigrants are in their own communities. 
They are hailed as success stories and often relied upon to resolve issues that require interaction 
with a dominant class. However, these same immigrants are often mistrusted and branded as sell 
outs if they seem “too” well integrated and not sufficiently “authentic” and concerned with the 
plight of the people they come from. Kingston’s treatment by many Chinese-American critics 
makes clear that the correlation is not far-fetched. This concept is most well documented in the 
idea of “hidden transcripts,” which Scott posits as the real behaviors, thoughts, and feelings of 
those who “perform” and acquiesce for a dominant class or power structure in public (Scott 5). 
The strong community reactions against many autobiographical works by members of a 
marginalized community often come from a sense of the dangers of exposing the “hidden 
transcript” that autobiography insistently complicates and challenges. 
I explore the response to Hong Kingston’s work through James Scott’s theory of “hidden 
transcripts.” I also argue that her use of mythology, as both structure and content, establishes a 
communal “I” that represents a much longer memory than typical autobiography. I argue that 
Hong Kingston can be read as creating her own journey as a more complicated mythological tale 
as a response to the impossibility of inserting herself into a classic bildungsroman. Her battles 
with silence, secrets, and community are not simply “corrected” or “cured” through education 
and upward mobility. In fact, in many ways they are exacerbated by it. The mythological 
structural elements of The Woman Warrior create a way of reading the personal struggles of 
autobiography as epic, timeless, and communal. 
19
Maxine Hong Kingston reaches back into a mythical community of empowered women 
warriors, ancient stories, and an imagined land of origin to establish a link between her feminism 
and the strength of the women in her lineage who are historically portrayed as weak, victims, 
and submissive. Hong Kingston’s uses mythology to resolve the conflict of creating an 
inherently stronger individual “I” than Hong Kingston’s mother, which would be 
problematically linked to an exclusively white Eurocentric feminism that erases the power and 
the strength of the women she comes from. Both Hong Kingston and Anzaldúa set out to 
integrate and recover myths of the ancient lineage of power belonging to them and their mothers. 
The communal “I” constructed from these mythologies reaches back to an origin myth of female 
strength that counters the notion of an isolated, individual ethnic American “I” as exceptional 
and rare or assimilated and “inauthentic.” Through the use of mythology, Woman Warrior is 
able to reflect and embody a lineage of strength that creates space between the claim that Hong 
Kingston’s strength originates only from the liberation of women in the U.S. and the most recent 
history of women in her cultures as oppressed. Since Hong Kingston and Anzaldúa are writing at 
the height of the feminist revolution and are engaged with it at many levels, it is necessary to see 
how their use of mythology forms part of their participation in the recovery project of second-
wave feminism. They are recovering the lost stories, mythologies, and histories of strong women 
(a feminist project), as well as making space for themselves to form a mythological collective 
with the women in their lineage. By including these mythological female figures (who are not 
participating members of the modern feminist revolution and belong by lineage to their mothers 
as well), these writers set out to recover their double marginalized stories (an anti-colonial/anti- 
racist project). These works mythologize and re-frame a genealogy of female strength in each of 
their cultural lineages. The communal “I” transposes the archetypal over the  
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historical “details” making space for each individual author’s “heroic” journey between the 
communal “I” and the individual “I.” Although I investigate the mythological in both Hong 
Kingston and Anzaldúa, the focus in Hong Kingston is on the content and the way her right to 
transform or change the details of Chinese mythology was challenged by some male writers from 
her community, most publicly Frank Chin, as pandering to white feminists. I argue that, in fact, 
she uses the feminist project to recover her own lineage through the practice Audre Lorde termed 
“biomythography.” 
Chapter 3 Gloria Anzaldúa 
In Chapter three, I focus on Gloria Anzaldúa’s use of experimental forms in 
autobiography to theorize race, gender, and “latinidad” as aspects of the communal “I” to be 
interrogated. These experiments are most powerfully deployed in Anzaldúa’s two major books: 
Borderlands (1987) and Light in the Dark/Luz en lo Oscuro: Rewriting Identity, Spirituality, 
Reality (2015).18 Specifically, I am analyzing her use of multilingual texts, poetry, Aztec female 
mythology, and a multi-genre non-linear structure to invent and represent on the page her 
proposed mestizaje/mixture of form and message. Anzaldúa uses mestizaje, a word that in 
Spanish literally means a mixture of Indian and Spanish blood, as a theoretical framework and a 
literary form. Mestizaje as structure displays that mixing and melding does not have to mean 
embracing or giving up everything that gets mixed. Anzaldúa posits the notion that mestizaje is 
born in the borderlands, a space she argues creates new people, new mixtures, and new 
consciousness. My reading of her book, Borderlands, focuses on her use of experimental 
structure to both represent the borderlands as a literary space, and the use of structure as theory 
for representing identity shaped by a constant confrontation with exclusion and belonging. I 
place particular emphasis on her structure of Borderlands as a way of recreating Campbell’s 
heroic journey in the image of her journey: a singular and communal ongoing quest for survival. 
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Ch 4 Jesus Colon 
Jesús Colón, is a seminal, if obscured, figure in the foundation of a Latino/a Literature 
written in English in the U.S.. Colon arrives in New York City in 1918, the year after Puerto 
Ricans are granted American citizenship in 1917. His book, A Puerto Rican in New York and 
Other Sketches, published in 1961, is a compilation of vignettes/crónicas that are an 
experimental autobiographical portrayal of the formation of a community in exile in the very 
country of their legal citizenship. He is virtually absent from the diversity canon despite 
American citizenship and early literary production in English. In the preface to his book in 
1961, he explains, “Very little has been written about the Puerto Ricans in New York 
City…[yet] magazines like Fortune, Harper’s, and The New Yorker have found it expedient on 
occasion to provide their readers with elaborate highly-documented “surveys” of the “difficult” 
problem of the “unwanted, inassimilable Puerto Ricans…” (9). The pressures on his project to 
perform, defend, and illuminate a communal “I” are clear and straight forward. Colón used a 
series of strategies and techniques to both individuate from the media generated stereotypes and 
simultaneously represent the Puerto Rican community. These include journalistic reporting on 
his own life by casting his singular autobiographical “I” as a communal one (A Puerto Rican in 
New York). He used family members, real names, and real life experiences to create an intimate 
portrait of real people, but he was also performing authenticity and authority. Colón’s work 
focused on “branding” Puerto Ricans as hardworking, politically active, modern, and 
cosmopolitan. 
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This chapter establishes the presence of a communal “I” used by Colón to set the record 
straight against a wave of negative media attention that plagued the recently arrived Puerto Rican 
community. His stated project of countering the negativity demanded he leave out most, if not 
all, of the negative aspects of the community. In addition, Colón also deploys a communal “I” to 
establish an imagined community19 between the Puerto Ricans in New York and those who 
remain on the island. His work documents an unsanctioned and liminal space of “Puerto 
Ricanness” in spite of geographic separation and imposed American citizenship. Finally, he is 
the first Puerto Rican to write and publish his book in English. This choice, in 1961, 
simultaneously expands his imagined audience, but confines the communal “I” he can represent 
to a language most Puerto Ricans don’t yet speak. 
Anthologies, Canons and Culture20
From Douglass’s careful use of a famous and widely used composition anthology (The 
Columbian Orator), through his own work as an anthologizer, to the presence of these writers in 
modern anthologies, there is a way in which anthologies serve as imagined communities.21 They 
are spaces where we put things together to make them appear unified or interrelated, even if they 
don’t have that relationship in the material world. The use of anthologies in freshman 
composition and literature courses remains an attempt to imagine a solidified set of American 
values. It makes sense that diversity as a new, still contested, value would apply new pressures 
on the form. However, there are other pressures to contend with. The composition and rhetoric 
anthology, like all other literary forms, is under massive “technical renovation.” From digital 
commons attempting to make learning and teaching materials free to new initiatives from 
publishing companies that allow professors to “design” their own anthology and offer them to 
students as print on demand, the use of a common set of readings is under more pressure now 
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than ever. Hence, my choice to focus on one anthology for the purpose of this dissertation was 
based on three attributes: the claim it makes of being representative of a history of anthologies, 
the appearance of all three writers I am examining as part of the diversity canon in the same 
anthology, and finally, the ways in which this anthology emphasizes canons and contexts. 
The Brief Arlington Reader: Canons and Contexts was published in 2004 (Bedford/St. 
Martins) and makes the unique claim of being based on research of the history of published 
essays. Therefore, it offers some semblance of having a hand on the pulse of how these writers 
are frequently framed. One of the editors, Lynn Z. Bloom, conducted five years of research on 
“The Essay Canon” and identified the “two hundred major essayists of the past fifty years, those 
whose essays have been most widely reprinted in college textbooks since 1946” (iv). What 
follows is an interesting example of authentication for the text: 
This is a teaching canon as distinct from a critical canon, and it is unique. Although other 
literary canons—of works by novelists, poets, playwrights—are determined by the 
esteem of editors, reviewers, and critics, the essay canon is the only canon determined by 
teachers and, indirectly, by their students. It is not only the most democratic canon, but 
the canon with the most real world orientation, for the works in this canon may, indeed, 
constitute the core of a liberal education for many first year students nationwide. (Bloom 
and Smith 2004) 
After this sweeping claim of teachers as more democratic than critics and editors, thereby 
establishing this text as more democratic and universal, the preface goes on to enumerate what 
makes an essay canonical, namely, its “teachability.” There are many such inconsistencies. It 
begs the question that if the editors used the very textbooks compiled by critics and editors since 
1946, how is it that these essays reflect “teacher’s choices” when in fact the teachers are merely 
teaching from what is offered in the textbooks? The anthology simply reifies previous choices. 
There is also the question of how Douglass or Lincoln or several others fit into “major essayists 
of the past fifty years.” No convincing argument is offered about what makes the teachers, who 
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are often critics and editors themselves in academia, particularly different as a source of 
guidance. However, the self-authentication as representing works in a canon that “may, indeed, 
constitute the core of a liberal education for many first year students nationwide” offers an entry 
point worth exploring. The use of this one anthology is a case study, but my work as a whole is 
not predicated on analyzing the anthologies. I am more focused on the art than the frame, but I 
think it is important to view them together. 
Olney’s earlier argument encapsulated how autobiographies from the margins have often 
been seen and used as part and parcel of the “diversification project” that Ferguson asserts is a 
move to control and frame how these voices will enter and be archived within the academy. The 
alleged, and continuously debated, culture wars have a limited role to play in my analysis. They 
matter in that the work in question in those “wars” is the work I am reading. However, the public 
fervor around identity content and the canon seemed to have reached some sort of public 
intellectual peak with the publication of The Closing of the American Mind by Allan Bloom in 
1987.22 Bloom argued, “The most striking fact about contemporary university students is that 
there is no longer any canon of books which forms their taste and imagination...This state of 
affairs itself reflects the deeper fact of the decay of the common understanding of - and 
agreement on - first principles that is characteristic of our times” (iv). The association between 
the loss of a canon and the loss of agreed upon principles was not new to the 80’s or to the 
inclusion of autobiography. It can be traced back to an earlier iteration of these culture 
wars, which Michael North captures in his book The Dialect of Modernism: 
Thus the culture wars of the 1920s were fought in terms that were simultaneously 
linguistic and racial…[T]he debate between the academic establishment and the young 
writers of the 1920s linked language, literature and race so closely together that aesthetic 
experimentation seemed racially alien to certain authorities even if it had nothing to do 
with race. Thus at the same time that the American Academy was mounting its campaign 
against alien influences in the language, the art critic Royal Cortissoz attacked what he 
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called “Ellis Island Art”: “The United States is invaded by aliens, thousands of whom 
constitute so many acute perils to the health of the body politic. Modernism is of 
precisely the same heterogeneous alien origin and is imperiling the republic of art in the 
same way.” (131) 
So neither the culture wars, nor the idea of some “alien” invasion of the academic and artistic 
canon, are new. The myth-building of a singular, masculine white America has long been 
staunchly defended through a desire to control the language and the art of the perceived 
outsiders. Ferguson writes that “…minoritized cultural forms and practices represent both an 
aspiration to and estrangement from processes of archivization, institutionalization, and 
professionalization… [T]his book attempts to provide a theorization of minority cultural forms 
and practices as expressions of complex relationships between institutionality and textuality in 
the post-civil rights moment” (17). 
This is, in fact, what my argument on the communal “I” is most concerned with: How 
have autobiographies from the margins constituted an actual American mythology of lives 
navigating the borderlands of exclusion and belonging as a truly original and unique American 
experience. A mythology built not by virtue of the contents of their identities in a multicultural 
display of diversity, but in a series of aesthetic literary experiments in autobiography. 
1 The wording communal “I” builds from Smith and Watson’s work with the four autobiographical “I”s, 
and I propose it as a fifth “I” at work in autobiographies from the margins. It is also intertwined with 
DuBois’s double consciousness theory in that it reflects a double awareness of writing autobiography that 
will be read as singular, but also as that of the community represented. 
2 In After the Last Sky: Palestinian Lives (1986) 
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3 From Douglass working against the legal exclusion from freedom of slavery to his life-long project of 
working against the exclusion of his voice, the issue of exclusion is at its most extreme in slavery and the 
genocide and displacement of the Native Americans. However, it remains a thematic concern and legal 
reality for the other writers, be it Kingston and the background of the exclusionary acts, Anzaldúa and 
the border, and Jesus Colón and colonialism in Puerto Rico. 
4 Smith and Watson (2001) 
5 Autobiography as referential (or not) to something real and true is a point of contention and constant 
debate among the most important scholars in the field. I have found that in thinking about autobiography 
from marginalized communities as deploying aesthetic choices for the documentation of lives that are 
often obscured and authors who are often “not believed,” it is important to rely on Lejeune’s 
autobiographical pact. This is especially true since the pact speaks to reception and audience reception or 
rejection as a significant pressure that the communal “I” contends with.
6 The autobiographical pact Lejeune establishes is a kind of contract between the author and the reader in 
which the writer of the autobiography is committed not to some “historical exactitude” but to sincere 
effort to come to terms with and to understand his or her life. He offers the definition of the pact as linked 
to the proper name: “The autobiographical pact is the affirmation in the text of this identity, referring back 
in the final analysis to the name of the author on the cover. The autobiographical pact comes in very 
diverse forms; but all of them demonstrate their intention to honor his/her signature. The reader might be 
able to quibble over resemblance, but never over identity” (Lejeune 14).
7 Sollor defines his task as revealing the conflict between “Contractual and hereditary, self-made and 
ancestral, definitions of American identity—between consent and descent—s the central drama in 
American culture” (6). He never complicates access to consent (or exclusion from it) and in fact glosses 
over it in statements like: “...how can dissent be articulated without falling back on myths of descent?”
or “But whenever it was that America was born or came of age, in all the instances mentioned we may 
also look at the writing of and about people who were descended from diverse backgrounds but were, or 
consented to become, Americans” (7). He goes on to the call books by members of ethnic groups as 
work that can be read “not only as expressions of mediation between cultures but also as handbooks of 
socialization into the codes of Americanness” (Beyond Ethnicity 1986). I would argue that consent is 
absent as a possibility for all of the groups that suffer legal and racial exclusion; therefore, the language 
of exclusion and belonging is much more telling than consent and descent.  
8 Legal structures that have been put in place against certain racial and ethnic minorities (primarily 
African Americans, Native Americans, Chinese Americans, Puerto Ricans, and Mexicans) have 
impacted autobiographical writing and the formal deployment of a communal “I” in work that emerges 
from those communities. These conditions, like the “Immigration Acts” or the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo, that have not existed in relation to other ethnic identities create thematic conditions of survival 
and community that these works share as a result. 
9  Maureen Murdoch reimagines the journey in her book The Heroine’s Journey (1990), but Nicholson 
examines the space contained within the heroic journey for archetypal understandings of a journey that is 
undertaken regardless of gender. 
10 Absence of choice is most clearly the experience of slavery but is also the case for children born to 
immigrants or brought over young, as well as the historical minority experience of occupation by the 
United States that uniquely made American citizens of millions of Puerto Ricans and Mexicans through 
war treaties and not by immigration. 
11 The concept of power never resting solely in the hands of the dominant, but existing in 
constant circulation as understood by Foucault (“Society Must Be Defended” 1976).
12 Maxine Hong Kingston and Alice Walker were virulently attacked by males from within their 
respective communities as being overtly influenced by and writing for white feminism at the expense of 
the men of their own communities of origin. 
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13 From Douglass, to Baldwin, to Coates, and many others there is a fascinating history of writing about 
time in Europe as relief. Although it is not the focus of this work, it is relevant to note how this becomes a 
binding communal “I” experience for these writers.
14 There is a very interesting communal “I” reverberation in reading Frederick Douglass, James Baldwin, 
Richard Wright, Ta Nahesi Coates, and Malcolm X through their writings or commentary on experiences 
in Europe or other parts of the world. It could be called a sigh of relief. It is punctuated by awareness of 
how personally stressful life in the race chaos of the United States was for all of them despite the long 
historical period they cover, and how Europe provides a kind of breathing room. Not just from the work 
of dealing with the racism, but from enduring the actual hatred and danger. 
15 Douglass, My Bondage, My Freedom (1855), 803 
16 This was demonstrated recently in an article in The New York Times, but also most prominently bell 
hooks and Cornell West for somehow performing “blackness” and “despair” for white audiences. This 
occurs despite his unequivocal endorsement by Toni Morrison. This is a clear example of the limitations 
of the communal “I” in that it is rare to agree as a community on what is actually representational.
17 Ludwig, Sämi, and Nicoleta Alexoae-Zagni, eds. On the Legacy of Maxine Hong Kingston. Vol. 7. LIT 
Verlag Münster, 2014. 
18 This is the title of her incomplete, at the time of her death, dissertation that was posthumously edited by 
Ana Louise Keating and published in 2015. 
19 From Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (2006).
20 There is some irony in using a single anthology when there are thousands to represent the way these 
writers are included or excluded, especially as I argue against the use of the singular to represent the 
whole. However, in my research I discovered two things that narrowed my focus on the one. The first was 
that the examination of anthologies is an enormous, fascinating, but separate project from the one I have 
undertaken. The second was that it requires a different focus and framework from the one I have, and it 
deserves much more historical contextualization than I can currently offer. 
21 Specifically, Anderson’s idea that the decline of binding worldviews based on religion, monarchy and
temporality created a “search…for a new way to link fraternity, power and time meaningfully together. 
Nothing perhaps more precipitated this search, nor made it more fruitful, than print capitalism, which 
made it possible for growing numbers of people to think about themselves, and to relate themselves to 
others, in profoundly new ways” (36). 
22 David Brooks is doing his best to bring the culture wars back, and Trump’s election certainly has 
reignited passions. It is possible to hear in these statements from the 1920s the ancestral roots of ideas that 
began filling The New York Times shortly after the election of Trump and most recently appeared in David 
Brooks’ editorial on February 3, 2017, “A Return to National Greatness”: “That American myth was 
embraced and lived out by everybody from Washington to Lincoln to Roosevelt to Reagan. It was 
wrestled with by John Winthrop and Walt Whitman. It gave America a mission in the world to spread 
democracy and freedom… But now the myth has been battered. It’s been bruised by an educational 
system that doesn’t teach civilizational history or real American history but instead a shapeless 
multiculturalism” (NYT 2/3/2017). Although Brooks is using the word myth as in mythology or guiding 
principles by which to organize beliefs and worldviews, it reads absurdly contrary to his point. 
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Chapter I
Frederick Douglass: Writing Liberation
Despite the ongoing struggle to render intersectionality visible, it is still rare to hear 
Frederick Douglass ever mentioned in relation to his work on behalf of feminism. Douglass
was one of forty men who attended the First Women's Rights Convention in Seneca Falls, 
N.Y. and in an issue of the North Star1 published shortly after the convention, Douglass
wrote,
In respect to political rights, we hold woman to be justly entitled to all we claim for man. 
We go farther, and express our conviction that all political rights which it is expedient for 
man to exercise, it is equally so for women. All that distinguishes man as an intelligent 
and accountable being, is equally true of woman; and if that government is only just 
which governs by the free consent of the governed, there can be no reason in the world 
for denying to woman the exercise of the elective franchise, or a hand in making and 
administering the laws of the land. Our doctrine is, that "Right is of no sex."2
In 1866 Douglass joined Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, to found the
American Equal Rights Association, an organization working on behalf of universal 
suffrage. The group only lasted three years, due in part to growing tension between women's 
rights activists and African American rights activists, but Douglass remained influential in 
both movements, championing the cause of equal rights until his death in I 895. The 
omission or understatement of this aspect of his career stands as a perfect example of how his
work as a liberator, writer and thinker has been shaped strictly around slavery. I argue that 
this has been done in a way that limits our understanding of his foundational role in an
American rhetorical tradition of claiming language for the purpose of engaging in struggles 
for justice.
Frederick Douglass is a founding Composition and Rhetoric theorist who understood 
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the complex relationship between power and language. Instead of framing his work as 
historical evidence of an early, unique American voice that was speaking to the theoretical 
framework in which language was evolving in the United States to divide and conquer, he is 
in the canon as a former slave exclusively writing about slavery from the position of the 
autobiographical. We don't get the story of Frederick Douglass, the individual "I," but the 
Douglass of the communal "I" of slavery. Douglass was encouraged to rely on his public 
speaking at the behest of the abolitionists, but he was insistent that the only way to achieve 
his own voice was by establishing himself as a writer, editor and anthologizer. Yet, despite 
the vast body of written work he created to combat the linguistic infrastructure of exclusion 
and belonging, and his firm belief that the powerful and effective use of language was an 
important way to combat pervasive exclusion, he remains encased in the opening lines used 
to present almost all of his work: "born a slave" or "as a former slave." It is not my argument 
that this detail in any way diminishes him, or should be left out, but rather that it places 
strictures on what we are to understand about what he can teach us as writers and thinkers. 
As a case study this examination begins in the long, historical struggle for "containing" or 
"shaping" the Black voice in American education. It follows the line through the students 
accused of being incapable of using/acquiring academic English to the writers and thinkers 
who clearly emerge as fluent in the language of power, but remain sidelined in the ways in 
which their work is presented and framed. For the purposes of my larger argument, about 
the pressure of the communal "I" on autobiographies from marginalized communities, 
Freshman Composition courses/textbooks are a unique space where college students are 
being asked to shed a "home" communal identity so as to join a college-educated American 
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one. The use of writers from the margins as representatives of groups, as opposed to 
practitioners of aesthetics or rhetorical choices, is a frame that diminishes the impact these 
writings can have on the formation of the larger communal American "I." It also limits the 
guidance these writers can offer the students about navigating the path of language and 
power for themselves.
This argument begins in the attempt to catastrophize the "struggles" African
American students have historically been accused of having with the absorption and use 
of "standard" English in school settings. Keith Gilyard explains:
Over the past quarter century few problems in education have received as much media, 
professional, and parental attention as the fact that, by and large, young urban African-
Americans have not achieved standard English competence in public schools. The 
reasons for this are complex and, as expected, explanations abound and many solutions 
have been readily proposed ... Throughout all these developments, amid the cacophony of 
voices African-American students in large numbers continue not to master standard 
English. Oddly enough, conspicuously absent are the voices of the students themselves. I 
am not speaking about the street stories or the recorded snatches of conversation that 
typically have provided some researcher with his or her data, but the articulate opinion of 
those African American students who face the task of public school language education.3
(Voices 9)
Gilyard shifts our attention to a missing "articulate opinion" from the students since they 
are usually relegated to a heap of inarticulate statistics in every study done on their 
alleged behalf. The same way student voices have been largely absent from this debate, 
Douglass's voice as a self-taught writer, thinker, editor is also absent. Despite how much 
time and attention he gave to the questions of voice, literacy and authenticity in his own 
work, his story is almost always exclusively presented as a narrative about slavery. 
Douglass's use of various voice experiments, and his continuous reflection on the power
and importance of voice, offer a starting point to trace the struggles for an African
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American voice in a language that at once demands it be acquired in a "standard" way 
(aka Lorde's "the master's tools"'), and is also forbidden as not "authentically" your own 
unless you are a white male.
From his first attempts at oration on behalf of the abolitionist movement, and the 
writing of his slave narrative, Douglass was questioned and forced to prove that this 
language he so masterfully wielded was  in fact  his. The fact that it came out of  his mouth 
in eloquent and stirring ways in front of hundreds of people was evidently not enough, and 
was sometimes considered "too much." These are details he does not offer in the Narrative, 
but offers in My Bondage and My Freedom once he has broken ties with the white 
abolitionist movement. When prodded to stick to the facts and leave the "philosophy to us" 
by the white abolitionist, he is finally told, "People won't believe you ever was a slave, 
Frederick, if you keep on this way... be yourself...and tell your story... Better have a little of 
the plantation manner of speech than not; 'tis not best that you seem too leamed."4
This is one of the earliest recorded instances of an attempt by white authority in the 
United States to shape, declare and demand a Black voice to sound a certain way, and to 
"perform" authenticity. Essentially he is being told to represent a communal “I” not a 
singular "I." Douglass is being positioned to represent the humanity of all slaves, so he must 
"resemble" what in fact the white imagination has constructed as the voice of a "slave." 
Historically, Douglass's writing serves as a foundation for understanding a whole complex 
set of issues that surround voice, authority, authenticity, and power in the acquisition and 
use of the English language in the context of race and slavery, as well as the uses of
language for social justice of liberation movements. If the "standard" language of power 
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inherently belongs to male whites from a certain class, and all others are, as many 
Composition and Rhetoric theoreticians assert, "immigrants" in a new academic world to
which they must adapt and assimilate, then it stands to reason that refusing to fully adapt to 
the language is an act of rejection as opposed to the failure as which it is currently framed.5
bell hooks offers her own experience as a way through which to imagine how language use 
in this landscape is not free, and certainly restricts the telling of full and true stories of the 
self. hooks argues:
... early on in my work I talked of" language as a place of struggle." Living in dominator 
culture we are often trapped by language that imprisons us in binaries, either/or options 
that will not let us claim all the bits and pieces that do not fit with neat categories. In mid-
life I have had much opportunity to reflect on the way in which the over-racialization of
the lives of Black people/people of color often prevents us from full self-actualization 
and self-expression.6 (Writing Beyond Race 190)
bell hooks, though using a controversial and under-explained concept of "over-
racialization," provides a different lens through which to view the alleged failure of African 
American students to master "standard" English, as well as a layered way of questioning the 
strictures placed on autobiographies from the marginalized. Even the notion of the 
"immigrant student" is weakened since immigrants are by nature viewed and defined as 
making choices, or to use Sollors's terms giving consent, about relocation. These choices are 
usually based on a desire to improve survival, material or political conditions. African 
Americans made no such choice and are in fact "home" in the only language they have. Still 
the students, and their voices, are often considered "problems to be solved" for their 
“communal” refusal (conscious or unconscious) to take on a language they don't experience 
as their own, but are also subtly reminded is not their own no matter how well they master 
it. These are the long echoes of Douglass being told he had to "sound" like a slave if he was 
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to be believed. The sound of his voice had to distinguish him enough from whites to 
represent Blacks. However, it also had distinguish him enough from the average Black slave 
so as to be heard by white audiences, yet not sound so much like whites as to render him 
"untrustworthy" as a communal representative. Language is then not just a tool of expression, but 
also the tool by which the speaker/writer will garner trust and empathy. It must hit the right 
"note" calibrated according to a long history of changing rules and expectations designed to 
silence.
Every autobiography I explore devotes some attention to the author's relationship to
standard English (their schooling). Although they all claim an early love of reading and 
language, they also share a refusal to relate a classic bildungsroman since their education in no
way secures them acceptance or inclusion. Gloria Anzaldúa offers an interesting example as a 
professed anglophile in love with Jane Eyre, who then demands the presence of Spanish and 
Nahuatl as the only way of being "authentic" in telling her story. Many Composition and 
Rhetoric theorists fail to make space for the ways in which the acquisition of standard English is 
not difficult, so much as it is unappealing or threatening. The language is the vehicle link of the 
very powers of oppression these students are facing. Some of the most well- known voices of 
Composition and Rhetoric are fraught with a not so secret contempt when it comes to identifying 
and discussing voice identity as it is "heard" in the classroom. In Vernacular Eloquence Peter 
Elbow writes:
The distance between every day speech and literate writing is most obvious in the case of 
speech that people often call '·bad": nonprestige versions of English like Black or Latino 
or working class English. But even I, growing up White, comfortable middle class, 
middle Atlantic-growing into a version of English called "standard" and even "good"-
even I am not supposed to use my everyday unmonitored talk-language for serious 
writing. In short, "correct writing" is no one's mother tongue. (4)
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It would be interesting to know how Latino English sounds to Elbow and if he would 
differentiate between the native born Latino English which shares an almost identical speech 
pattern with Black English when they live in shared neighborhoods from the Latino English 
of the immigrant, which is essentially heavily accented standard English with ESL errors that
would have more in common with recent arrivals from anywhere in the world than it would
with "inner city" Latino English. What happens if you are working class and Black or Latino 
or mixed race or any other complicated intersectional category? As bell hooks explained it is
an either/or world of language.
For the purposes of contextualizing Douglass's writing in the premise of the 
communal "I" in autobiography, my focus is placed on the final line, '"Correct writing' is no
one's mother tongue." Repositioning " standard academic white prestige"7 English as " no  
one' s  mother tongue," and therefore potentially anyone's authentic second or third 
language, encourages us to consider Douglass's work from the position of seeing it as full 
authenticity of expression. It is a language that belongs to him no matter how he acquired it 
or for what purposes. It also elides the important way Elbow’s assumed rights of inheritance 
to that language go unquestioned. Douglass was pulled and pushed by mostly white men 
who didn't think he sounded enough like a slave or that he should start his own 
newspaper. However, he has also been questioned by Black critics for his use of a
language deemed inauthentic. Carole Raybourn quotes Adam David Miller's explanation 
of what he (according to the Black Aesthetic Movement of the mid 1960's and early 
1970's) considered to be Douglass's predicament:
Partly because our early writers thought of themselves as spokesmen for the race to 
outsiders rather than spokesman to the race, they allowed themselves to use the language 
of outsiders instead of their own. They felt if they accepted the standards of white 
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writing, its conventions of language and correctness, its decorum that they and their race 
would be presented in a better light.8
Douglass was an early, if not foundational, theorist on voice and authenticity as it emerged in 
the United States in relation to the African American community during the era of  slavery.  
The most relevant element of the statement above is that they •·allowed themselves to use the 
language of outsiders instead of their own." This is another  way  of speaking  to the "master's 
tools" as somehow inherently off limits despite Elbow's  argument  about "'correct  writing  
being no one's mother tongue." This reveals an equal tension  or pressure to the one felt  
by Douglass from the white abolitionist who said to him, "People won't believe you ever  
were a slave, Frederick, if you keep on this way... be yourself and tell your story ... better 
to have a little of the plantation speech than not" (Life and Times 218). His language did 
not feel authentic to them either, and was not a performance for their benefit as some 
later critics would argue. Douglass explained the tension:
"Give us the facts," said Collins, "we will take care of the philosophy." Just here arose 
some embarrassment. It was impossible for me to repeat the same old story month after 
month and keep up my interest in it. I could not always follow the injunction, for I was 
now reading and thinking, new views of the subject were being presented to my mind. It 
did not entirely satisfy me to narrate wrongs,I felt like denouncing them. (Life and Times 
217)
Douglass was claiming the right to learn and grow. He was also demanding  the  
right to the use of his story for his own philosophical arguments, but was being asked to 
simply offer his identity in ways that resemble how some anthologies still present him 
today. He reflected on this theme often, but in his later works, which are given far less 
attention and are almost never excerpted in the diversity themed composition textbooks. 
However,  it is in his later  work where he was finally able to openly consider the 
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implications of his many language choices when he wrote,"There are some things which 
ought to be said to colored people in the peculiar circumstances in which they are placed, 
that can be said more  effectively  among ourselves, without the presence of white 
persons. We are the oppressed, the white are the oppressors,  and the language I would 
address to one is not always suited  to the other."9 Douglass is far ahead of his times when 
he acknowledges bi-dialectism (or code switching) and by openly using the words
oppressed and oppressor in the context of communication and language choice. In this
one quote he is already beginning to name what, more than one hundred years later, 
James C. Scott calls the "hidden transcript." Raybourn goes on to defend Douglass 
against Miller's critique in a revealing, yet, somewhat troubling way:
Thus Douglass chose to write for his audience using educated white English in order to 
reach and influence the widest audience possible, the audience that might be able to act 
on his and other slaves' behalf. .. through his expert use of standard English, Douglass
succeeded in establishing his and other Black slaves humanity for his white audience; yet 
he never entirely abandoned Black influences in his speech and writing, as some critics 
have claimed. On the contrary, he incorporated characteristics of Negro spirituals, of the 
Black sermonic tradition, and slave silences into his speech and writing. ("Black 
Aesthetic"30)
The defense remains that his language is not his own, and that there is an "educated white 
English" that is a less authentic form of self-expression for Black writers. This then requires 
an agreed upon and shared Black English vernacular that is deemed more authentic, and if
not, then there is a gap where language authority and autonomy should be. A gap many
African American students would appear to be falling through. Given the enormous 
complexities and sensitivities around this issue for professional and well-known writers, it 
should come as no surprise that emerging writers (at every level) would struggle with 
acquiring what is at once sold as the language of progress, success, and universal
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understanding, but is understood as the language of the "master" and oppression, and 
inauthenticity, even when expertly used in superior ways by Black writers and thinkers like
Douglass.
In his introduction to a book of critical essays on Douglass, Eric Sundquist writes,
“Although his autobiographies are of greater literary interest, Douglass 's journalism and his 
oratory provide the fullest record of his achievements as an abolitionist and a Black leader. .. 
Douglass's newspaper career was arguably more important in shaping and disseminating his 
views" (9). If, as Sundquist argues the autobiographies are ofliterary interest, it does not make 
sense that what is most widely taught and excerpted is his slave narrative. This practice only 
reinforces the idea that Douglass has been relegated to a former slave whose voice is to be used 
to simply tell his slave story, as the abolitionists originally demanded, not to own it or critique 
the society that informed it and sought to silence him entirely. In addition, Sundquist only cites 
his achievements as an abolitionist and a Black leader, but his speeches and editorial work in 
newspapers also amount to exceptional literary accomplishments as well. The positioning of 
Douglass in Composition and Rhetoric through the exclusion of his much larger and freer 
archive, and his later autobiographies, is a troubling practice. It can be remedied, in part, by 
paying closer attention to his own literary uses of the communal "I."
In The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, his final autobiography, Douglass 
narrates a career of writing, speaking, international political activism and journalism that 
spanned decades. A period of time far longer than the time Douglass spent as a slave. As 
the last of his three autobiographical works it essentially operates as a final  draft of the 
many revisions and expansions that speak at various levels of the struggle to "attain, steal, 
38
borrow, and freely use" a written language, and  to some extent a spoken  one as well. It 
was language that he knew was illegal for him to acquire as a slave and required 
authentication by whites long after. However, what is taught and excerpted from most 
widely is his first book, Narrative, the slave narrative which is the shortest, most 
simplified, and most "designed" for political purposes of all his work. The work he tried 
to distance himself from the most  while  alive is now used to teach his legacy.  In 1995 
Lisa Sisco wrote:
Eric Sunquist explains that many recent literary critics have expressed a preference for 
the 1845 version over My Bondage and My Freedom and especially over the "more self-
indulgent" Life and Times. indicating "a distrust of the patriotic rhetoric, the gothic and 
sentimental literary conventions, and the myth of self- made success that are more 
characteristic of the later volumes (4), all of which critics have seen as weaknesses. The 
distaste for the later versions as being less existential, more crafted, and more conscious 
leads to a paradox: "the less like a slave [Douglass] acted or sounded, the less likely 
audiences were to believe his story·' (4) or to value his writing. (216)
Douglass was always struggling for a larger cause in the abolition of slavery, but
from the start he was aware of how the use of his voice, and Black voices in general, was 
part of a larger  and longer struggle for how the African American community would  or 
would  not  be "heard." His extensive reflections on his own voice and the challenges of 
claiming it, sharing it, and continuing to make space for it foreshadow the long historical 
struggles over voice, authenticity and language in African American writing, speech and 
education in the United States. That Douglass documented struggles of voice and
authenticity while still deep in the struggle of trying to escape from slavery, and abolish it, 
points to the importance he understood "voice" would come to have in maintaining or 
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challenging power structures and privilege. At the end of his first trip abroad Douglass 
articulated his reasoning:
... the greatest hindrance to the adoption of the abolition principles by the people of the 
United States was the low estimate of the Negro as a man-that because of his assumed 
natural inferiority people reconciled themselves to his enslavement and oppression as 
being inevitable, if not desirable... ln my judgement, a tolerably well-conducted press in 
the hands of persons of the despised race would ... prove a most powerful means of 
removing prejudice." (Life and Times 257)
Douglass linked control over language and voice to liberation, but also turned his singular 
"I" into a communal "I" meant to use his talents to represent the race. He explains that he
raised over two thousand dollars in Europe for the project of starting a Black owned and run
newspaper only to arrive in the United States to be told by the white abolitionists: that no such 
paper was needed, it would interfere with his usefulness as a lecturer and that he was better 
fitted to speak than to write (259). The very people fighting for the liberation of African 
Americans through the abolition of slavery could not abide the idea of Black voices being 
equal to their own. Henry Louis Gates sets the antecedent for Douglass’s conviction about
the importance of controlling his own voice when he writes, "The absence and presence of
writing, of a collective black voice that could in some sense be overheard, were drawn upon 
by European philosophers to deprive African slaves of their humanity... There could be no
presence of Africans in history without this power of representation... for Hegel blacks lay
veiled in a shroud of silence, invisible not because they had no face, but rather because they 
had no voice. Voice, after all, presupposes a face" (104).
The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass is a classic autobiography comparable to the 
Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin (1871) and The Confessions of Jean Jacques  Rousseau 
(1903).10 It covers the long span of an accomplished life, yet even in the introduction, written by 
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Rayford W. Logan at Howard University in 1962, Douglass's full life is still relegated  to a 
secondary status when it is explained, 'The first  twenty  three  years  of  Douglass's  life  were 
twenty three years of slavery, obscurity, and degradation,  yet doubtless  in times to come  these 
years will be regarded by the student  of history  the  most interesting  portion of his life; to those 
who in the future would know the inside story of American Slavery, this part of his life will be 
specially instructive ... it is slavery itself, the slave's life, acts, and thoughts and the life acts and 
thoughts of those around  him."11 This,  at the end of Douglass's  extraordinary  life  and career, 
is an indictment that what mattered most about him was not his individual voice, or singular 
achievements, but his enslavement. Even if it is meant as an  accolade  for  the  difficulty  he 
endured and overcame so as to tell his story, it remains a reductionist point that despite all of his 
mastery of language, rhetoric, journalism, politics and even philosophy he could only ever be an 
expert on slavery. lt was something he was fighting from the very start when he separated from 
Garrison, and was still contemplating and explaining in his last autobiography when he wrote, "l 
have been often asked,  during the earlier  part of my free life at the north, how I happened to 
have  so little of the slave accent in my speech. The mystery is in some measure explained by my 
association with Daniel Lloyd, the young son of Col. Edward  Lloyd." 12 His having to attribute 
his acquisition of his own voice (or lack of slave accent) to his relationship  with  the white son 
of the master is clearly problematic  on many  levels.  First, it is obvious that he would not be the 
only slave to have had such a relationship, or to have had access to such language. Second, it 
assumes that the language somehow belongs to Daniel who in turn bestows it upon Douglass
or that somehow Douglass appropriates a false language that is not his own. He must defend his 
eloquence with reference to a white child, for whom eloquence is an unquestioned given, despite 
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the immensity of Douglass's struggle to acquire language illegally and under duress, and to then
use it in ways wholly original and inimitable. The underlying assumption is that the language 
created under the abusive system of slavery, legally (and often violently) enforced illiteracy and 
almost complete removal from languages of origin was somehow "authentic," and not also an 
adaptation to the conditions of oppression.  The idea of language authenticity remains a problem 
in both education and literary production.  Although what is said remains ever more important 
than how it is said, how it is said will have enormous impact on who  will listen. In exploring 
issues of voice Richard L. Wright quotes Bakhtin who asserts:
Language, for individual consciousness, lies on the borderline between oneself and the 
other. The word in language is half someone else's. It becomes "one's own" only when 
the speaker populates it with his own intentions, his own accent, when he appropriates the 
word, adapting it to his own semantic and expressive intention. Prior to this moment of 
appropriation, the word does not exist in a neutral and impersonal language ( it is not, 
after all, out of a dictionary that the speaker gets his words!), but rather it exists in other 
people's mouths, in other people's context, serving other people's intentions: it is from 
there that one must take the word, and make it one's own. ("The Word at Work'" 93)
It is clear that Douglass filled his words with his own intentions and in fact made them 
his own by using them to name what was silenced, and by developing aesthetic practices to 
reveal: the hypocrisy of Christianity in the south, the relentless savagery of slavery, the
double standard of the founding documents of the United States and eventually the racism of
the north (an early precursor to the current discussions about micro-aggressions and systemic
racism).That he used his words to name, write and say things from a vantage point that others
could not is clearly an adaptation for his own "semantic and expressive intention." The 
whole notion of "liberation" as an intent drove not only his use of the language, but his
acquisition of it early on. The centrality of the role the main textbook of the time The
Columbian Orator (1797) 13 played in his acquisition not just of language, but of 
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philosophical underpinnings for freedom and liberation, all point to a transformative act that
rendered the language no longer the langue of his oppressors, no matter how much like them 
it may have sounded to them. In fact, one of his standard aesthetic choices was to use the
words of the Declaration of Independence to reveal the hypocrisy of slavery in the United
States. It is a technique Jesus Colon will use many years later to critique to colonial status of 
Puerto Rico. These choices about language and intent became even more critical when 
Douglass broke away from the Garrisonians and established his own newspaper staking an
even larger claim on the importance of controlling his own voice.14
This is essentially how language operates for all of us. Consider that it has not become
a bone of contention that Marx used the language of the educated and the rich to question 
and critique their entire economic system on behalf of the workers who would not have had 
such a language. The idea that Douglass is somehow less authentic because he uses a standard
English, with no "slave accent," points more to an appropriation of "eloquence or 
vocabulary" by the dominant to uphold racism than it does to any appropriation on
Douglass's part. It would be one thing to say that when the introduction was written 
Douglass was still alive, and slavery only recently ended, therefore his complete legacy not 
yet understood orproperly contextualized. However, these questions of how his work and
language is presented as part of the canon extend far beyond his own work to the work of 
African American scholars, writers, and students more widely. In addition to the current
struggle over student acquisition of a "standard" English, at the heart of so much 
contemporary work in Composition and Rhetoric studies, there is a shadow play in which 
writers and academics of African American descent, and other minority groups, are also 
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judged harshly for the "eloquent" use of "standard" language as another version of passing
or inauthenticity, in particular in fiction where it is believed that dialect is some sort of
authentic or pure representation of Black English, as opposed to one of many dialects and 
language patterns belonging to African Americans across regions of the United States. In 
considering writers of the Harlem Renaissance Michael North explores how writing in dialect
for white modernists writers was a form of freedom, but a dangerous restraint for young 
African American writers:
For African American poets of this generation, however, dialect  is a ''chain." In the 
version created by the white minstrel tradition, it is a constant reminder of the literal 
unfreedom of slavery and of the political and cultural repression that followed
emancipation ... it stands for a most intimate invasion whereby the dominant actually 
attempts to create the thoughts of the subordinate by providing it speech. 15 (Dialect 11)
This creates a double bind for establishing the authenticity and authority of the 
African American voice. This conflict is not one Douglass escaped while he was alive, or in 
the critical work that has emerged in response to his writing since his death. The current 
climate still insists that there is a "standard" that must be imposed in order to understand 
each other and be understood, but that Black "authenticity" requires revealing a "true" 
language that is not "standard." Consider the following modern examples of questions of 
authenticity around what an American Black voice "should" sound like.
In an article entitled, "Tongue Tied" an African American wrote the following in 
2010:
"He is a light-skinned African-American with no Negro dialect unless he wants to have 
one." These were the puzzling words of Senator Harry Reid who made the statement in 
reference to President Obama. They invoked a staunch reaction from blacks, and caused 
an uproar in some political circles. Was it a malicious remark? Or was it an innocuous 
statement taken out of context? Harry Reid said it was a compliment. But what was he 
complimenting? The fact that Obama is special? Or that he is special because he does not 
use the stereotypical parlance associated with most black men? 16
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Jacqueline Royster in 1996 tells the following story in her article, "When the First Voice 
You Hear is Not Your Own:"
One case in point occurred after a presentation in which I had glossed a scene in a novel 
that required cultural understanding. When the characters spoke in the scene, I rendered
their voices, speaking and explaining, speaking and explaining, trying to translate the 
experience, to share the sounds of my historical place and to connect those sounds with 
systems of belief ... One, very well-intentioned response to what I did that day was, "How 
wonderful it was that you were willing to share with us your 'authentic' voice!" I said, 
"My 'authentic' voice?" She said, "Oh yes! I've never heard you talk like that, you know, 
so relaxed. I mean, you're usually great, but this was really great! You weren't so formal. 
You didn't have to speak in an appropriated academic language. You sounded 'natural.' It 
was nice to hear you be yourself." I said, "Oh, I see. Yes, I do have a range of voices, and 
I take quite a bit of pleasure actually in being able to use any of them at will." Not 
understanding the point that I was trying to make gently, she said, "But this time, it was 
really you. Thank you." The conversation continued, but I stopped paying attention. What 
I didn't feel like saying in a more direct way, a response that my friend surely would have 
perceived as angry, was that all my voices are authentic, and like bell hooks, I find it "a 
necessary aspect of self-affirmation not to feel compelled to choose one voice over 
another, not to claim one as more authentic, but rather to construct social realities that 
celebrate, acknowledge, and affirm differences, variety" (12). Like hooks, I claim all my 
voices as my own very much authentic voices, even when it's difficult for others to 
imagine a person like me having the capacity to do that. (36)
It is easy to imagine that Douglass would recognize all too well the expressed pleasure and 
affirmation of hearing a Black voice in familiar "authentic" dialect and the critique of
academic language as somehow "appropriated." Since the academic doing the reading was 
Black the academic language was appropriated, but it would not occur to anyone to question 
the authenticity of the same academic language in a white academic although it is no one’s 
“mother tongue.” All of these experiences point to the fact that mastery of the "standard"
language, which we try to persuade students is a ticket to freedom, does not in fact always
liberate, but in fact creates a different kind of prison. It is in countering the expectation to 
sound a certain way that the communal "I" is deployed by Douglass, hooks and Raybourn.
Though they acknowledge the expectation that they "represent" a people by sounding as the 
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white imagination hears them, they refuse to perform it. The act of not performing it does 
not just impact them as individuals, but articulates a communal "I" that has a myriad of 
voices all of which are authentic.
In addition to the demands of how a Black voice should sound, come the demands of 
what it should address. In Writing Beyond Race bell hook laments, "After writing and
publishing more than twenty books, looking retrospectively at my writing career, at my 
work as a feminist theorists and cultural critic, I can see that it is the writing that moves 
beyond race that receives little attention" (190). That the comment is being made and 
published in 2013, and that the whole book is meant to imagine Black writing beyond 
writing about race, points to the persistence of conflicts Douglass was already thinking 
about when he wrote:
I was generally introduced as a " chattel '- a "thing"-a piece of southern " property"- the 
chairman assuring the audience that it could speak... During the first three or four months, 
my speeches were almost exclusively made up of narrations of my own personal 
experience as a slave... (Life and Times 218)
I would argue that Douglass is still too often read and taught through this kind of 
oversimplification. The story he was being asked to repeat was not only an "old one" of 
which he quickly grew tired, but also a deeply traumatic one. There has been a great deal of 
work around the prurient interest in the details of slavery as problematic in and of itself. Yet, 
he was one of the founders of the attempt to "free a language from domination" which of
course required that he master it first. The vast body of written work by Frederick Douglass, 
and specifically his many attempts to articulate and explore his own struggles with language, 
gives the debate over voice, Black English and authenticity in contemporary academic
Composition and Rhetoric studies a historical link to one of the very first widely heard and
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read voices to emerge from the African American community. The frame for a close reading
and reconsideration of his work in this context is that of Lorde's argument about language or 
the academy as the "master's tools." Douglass in fact might argue that the use of slaves from 
the onset of American growth and expansion made the master's tools something communally
built, sustained and then hoarded. That in fact, this language, standard American English,
was not British English precisely because of the presence of other peoples and other 
languages, and in the most intimate quarters African Americans. That everything from 
the way The Bible was read out loud to the way arguments were made in public was 
influenced by all the voices in the cacophony of American life, but most powerfully 
African American voices, regardless of the successive attempts to purify, claim or
separate.
The Narrative
Beginning with his literacy tale, and continuing through his attempts to articulate 
his interiority, in Narrative Douglass opens a conflict. Almost from the start Douglass 
creates structure and language to render the unheard voice of his life in slavery heard. 
"My thoughts would compel utterance; and there with no audience but the almighty, I 
would pour out my soul's content, with an apostrophe to the moving multitude of 
ships... thus I used to think and thus I used to speak" (38). After such an introduction 
one would expect to hear some sort of intimate language, some sort of revelation about
the interior world of slaves in the absence of an audience. Instead what appears is some 
of the most formal and scripted writing of the whole book. It is a poetic and moving
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soliloquy clearly written and carefully constructed as opposed to simply uttered or 
poured forth from the soul. It is a clear and empowered use of the technology of 
language, not to simply tell a story but to move and impact an audience. In the often 
quoted soliloquy, comparing the relative freedom of the ships to his own enslavement, 
Douglass is not simply making a slave's lament for freedom heard, but is also using all 
that were then considered powerful rhetorical devices to perform an act of revealing the 
human condition of the enslaved. Gates asserts, "To become subjects, as it were, Black 
ex-slaves had to demonstrate their language-using capacity before they could become 
social and historical entities... salves could inscribe their selves only in language"
(Figures 105). This is of course something we should be well past, yet we still find
ourselves needing this kind of linguistic inscription in the 21st century through the 
contemporary parlance of hashtags like #blacklivesmatter and #blackgirlmagic. Empathy and 
visibility for African Americans still requires expression in contemporary forms of writing 
considered relevant and universal. One could also argue that the hashtag is the 
technological child of the catchphrases long established in African American communities 
and absorbed into the American mainstream culture through the media. Gates rephrases 
Lordes' questioning of the "master's tools" as: "The key question, of course, must be 
'Whose language?'"(Figures 105).
Deploying writing as technology and art was Douglass's most consistent engendering 
o the communal "I" in his autobiographical work. Douglass turned his singular "I" into a
communal 'T' by inscribing his capacity with the implication of a communal capacity to 
engage with the highest forms of metaphor, pathos, eras and logos; much of which he likely 
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learned as much from listening to impassioned defenses of slavery by whites in his midst, as 
from the careful study of the book of rhetoric he later claims as a guide to his education 
(Narrative 24). Gates confirms that Douglass "increasingly subordinated a conception of 
self in his autobiographies to an embodiment of an ideology and a social ideal'' (104). This 
need to subordinate the conception of self is one of the central pressures of the communal 
"I" on writers working autobiographically from communities subject to exclusion. The 
world of slavery was full of language deeply imbedded with pathos and eros used to 
dominate a people, and justify abuse of every kind, as well as its own logos, however 
twisted and deformed, to defend against the critics. The intimacy of that world guarantees 
that long before Douglas learned to read and write, he was an active participant in the 
formation of his own voice and the eventual use of that language to represent a communal 
"I."
In the introduction to The Columbian Orator that so influenced Douglass the very 
first lines make an interesting connection between pronunciation and action: "The best judges
among the ancients have represented Pronunciation, which they likewise called Action, as the
principal part of an orator's province; from whence he is chiefly to expect success in the art of
persuasion” (Bingham 5). There can be no doubt that Douglass took those words to heart 
and considered the link made between the power to pronounce things with clarity and the
power to move people to action. In arguing that the word is also action Richard L. Wright 
explains an African understanding of the relationship between the word and action:
In effect, the African principle of nommo acknowledges that the word is both generative 
substance and mystical force, which are activated within a rhetorical event, as such, with 
nommo under one's command, the speaker is empowered to act in and on the world as 
Langston Hughe's plow acts in and on the earth. Both the plow and the word act to 
prepare the way for what follows from their necessary and prior activity. 17
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In the context of this idea of nommos Douglass takes an English language filled with foreign 
affectations, and creates through it the active force of words that ultimately facilitate his
escape from slavery. Douglass quotes himself, as if he had literally said things like, "You 
are loosed from your moorings, and are free; I am fast in my chains, and am a slave! You 
move merrily before the gentle gale, and I sadly before the bloody whip! You are freedom's 
swift winged angels that fly round the world; I am confined in bands of iron! O that I were
free!" (Narrative 38) In writing Douglass is creating language and imagery that speaks to his 
condition more powerfully than the language he likely had at the time he was watching 
those boats, and in recreating that moment with the more universal language of metaphor he 
is creating the possibility of liberation for the communal “I.” Rather than considering such an
act as inauthentic or appropriation, it would be more appropriate to read it as the power of
using language to revise, edit and clarify the ideas one is trying to express. This is precisely 
what Compositionand Rhetoric courses supposedly aim to teach, primarily that clarity and 
specificity in language can lead to clarity of thought. Even in his earliest work he is already 
trying to give "life and efficacy," through word choice and imagery, to the ideas he is trying 
to express about slavery. He is also using that language to show how he began to shape the 
notion of his own escape through words and images in his own mind as he would say, ·'I will
run away. I will not stand it. Get caught, or get clear, I'll try it (Narrative 38)." Gates affirms 
this when he Writes, "If Frederick Douglass was the nineteenth century's Representative 
Man, it was primarily because of his mastery of the literary uses of spoken and written
language, a usage he diligently reworked and refined, splendidly. Frederick Douglass was no 
slave to the English language" (106).
50
This special relationship between the word and action, both oral and written, is the 
key concept of nommo, and the central issue of contention in debates about Black voice and 
authenticity. How can students, who are constantly told their language is "wrong," even at 
the college level after twelve years of formal schooling, develop their own unique and 
powerful relationship with the word? Douglass revisits the notion of his own language and 
his acquisition of it, in several sections of the Narrative. He begins to articulate the power of 
language and literacy to act upon the world and the individual in both positive and negative 
ways. Of his experience reading the dialogue between a master and a slave in the book The 
Columbian Orator Douglass wrote, "The moral which I gained from the dialogue was the 
power of truth over the conscience of even a slaveholder. The reading of these documents 
enabled me to utter my thoughts, and to meet the arguments brought forward to sustain 
slavery... I would at times feel that learning to read had been a curse rather than a blessing. 
It had given me a view of my wretched condition, without the remedy. It opened my eyes to 
the horrible pit, but no ladder upon which to get out" (Narrative 24). Even at those early stages 
of his writing career Douglass went below the surface of the message the abolitionist wanted 
him to deliver, essentially that slaves can be civilized through application of culture and 
literacy and therefore deserve their humanity and freedom. Douglass was already beginning 
to explore what African American students are still experiencing in large numbers: the 
possibility of the failure of literacy, education or language to liberate. However, for Douglass
it was an essential step followed by a career using language critically for political purposes 
that is often ignored and replaced by a preference for his use of language to "tell a true 
story." Sundquist explains:
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When he ties his lessons in reading and writing to an initial attempt to learn the meaning 
of the talismanic word abolition, which he has heard in connection with acts of slave 
resistance, Douglass subverts a central tenet of the ideology of slavery and forecasts his 
own career, which he knew from his experience of slavery would not have the utmost 
power as an act of resistance until it was allowed to take written form. In doing so, 
Douglass placed himself within an already developed tradition of Black writing that was 
inherently an act of political assertion, joining those before him who had challenged
Europe's "fundamental sign of domination, the commodity of writing, the text and 
technology of reason. (Introduction 9)
Such an assertion can be extended to the choices Douglass makes throughout the 
Narrative to assert his acquisition of language as a way of authenticating his powers and
skills as an orator which had already brought his status as a fugitive slave into question. 
Ultimately, his own response to the Narrative was ambivalent. It would appear that he 
meant for it to be replaced by his more extensive and carefully crafted later autobiographies. 
If he had not, then it would have been natural to start each new one where the previous one 
left off, but instead he began each one from where the slave narrative began with significant 
revision. The scene that is most widely excerpted (perhaps equal to or more so than the 
literacy section of Narrative) is the fight scene with Mr. Covey, which in itself can be read 
as an articulation of voice and authenticity. It is also one of the most "revised'' sections of 
his autobiography. Yet, the only excerpted version to be readily found in high school and
college composition textbooks is the scene as it was written in Narrative.18 The differences in 
the scene as it appears in each autobiography include length, focus, details about the surrounding 
observers and even the tone of defiance. 19 I would argue that the authenticity of Douglass's 
voice is compromised less by his choice of language than by the preference for the version of his 
written work over which  he  had the least editorial authority.  Raybourn explores the idea that a 
shift in focus has led  many critics to question the authenticity  of Douglass and  his 
achievements  based on his use of standard English:
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Recent critics have been most interested in evaluating Douglass and his works, in
particular his Narrative, on the basis of his creation of self within the language of his 
oppressors and thus his assimilation into the mainstream culture. Teresa A. Goddu and 
Craig V. Smith, for example ask, “To what extent must [Douglass] surrender some of the 
linguistic, physical, even existential autonomy he has fought so hard to seize in order to 
enter the dominant discourse that provides both the tools for his self-expression and the 
means for his livelihood?” (29)
Although Douglass was still in significant physical danger as a fugitive slave in the north he 
went to great lengths to begin immediately asserting his voice. Gates explains, "Douglass is 
our clearest example of the will to power as the will to write. The act of writing for the salve 
constituted the act of creating a public, historical self, not only the self of the individual 
author but also the self, as it were, of the race'' (I 08). The idea of mastery of a public 
language as "surrender" undermines the idea that even now Black and minority students or 
writers can ever be "immigrants" in academic standard English. A language which 
according to Elbow "is no one's mother tongue" (4) is still used to cultivate a notion of 
whiteness and white supremacy; it can never be acquired without suspicion by anyone who 
isn't white. Raybourn responds to this tension: "Houston Baker asserts that 'Had there been a 
separate, written black language available, Douglass might have fared better.' Douglass 
achieved a fluency in English that commands respect, and to say that he traded a physical 
and mental slavery for a linguistic slavery belittles his achievement."20 To use the language 
well seems to contain both the medicine of universal applause and acceptance, as well as the
poison of some sort of loss of self. This speaks to both the student in the classroom and the 
writer wrestling an autobiography out of a performative communal identification in two 
communities. However, all of this hinges on the idea that this language, and its use and 
acquisition, has no political implications. Raybourn goes on to mention that Malcolm X, as 
Julian Mayfield noted, could never be accused of having lost any element of his blackness or
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his Black audience, but also had nothing in speech or lifestyle of the affects or postures 
commonly associated with soul or Black Aesthetics.21 It seems that the political content of 
Malcolm X's speeches somehow counter balanced the notion of the use of standard English
as somehow obliterating of the self or inauthentic. Douglass has been cultivated as a voice 
without politic other than the abolition of slavery, with only a slave story to tell. The 
passage on universal suffrage with which I opened is only one of many examples that dispel 
this myth. All of this reaches back to the question of how teaching standard English in the 
context of Composition and Rhetoric in American Colleges should have a direct link to 
these historical struggles for authenticity and voice, as well as a deepened sense of the 
political nature of acquiring this standard English.
In between the publication of Narrative in 1845 and My Bondage and My Freedom 
in 1851 Douglass published a short novella entitled The Heroic Slave. This experiment in 
voice adds another layer to the self-authentication Douglass asserted through his use of the 
language, but also the ways in which he was exploring how singularity and individualism 
was tasked with representing the communal.
Heroic Slave
Douglass's least widely read and most experimental work is also his only attempt at 
writing fiction, the novella The Heroic Slave. It could be argued that Douglass had little need for 
fiction. His skills as an orator were widely admired,  and his autobiography  had established  him  
as an important and "authentic'' voice representing slaves and the abolition of slavery. His 
newspaper was also reaching what would be its height of circulation. However, as William 
Andrews notes there were many compelling reasons for Douglass to strike out and attempt to 
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fictionalize a slave voice:
By the 1850's the most sophisticated black writers refused to conceal  the dilemma 
inherent in their quest for authorizatlon: to sound authentic to whites required them to 
adopt a mask, to play a role, to feign authenticity in and through a carefully cultivated 
voice. This feigning of an authentic voice for rhetorical purposes did  not necessarily 
render inauthentic the narrative produced by that voice or the subjects treated in that 
narrative. But writers like Douglass and William Wells Brown knew that without a new 
and expanded awareness of black voice and the possibilities of black storytelling, the 
traditional medium of black narrative would continue to restrict, if not distort, its
message.22
In Madison Washington Douglass shapes a historical character that serves as a 
perfect communal "I." Washington contains elements that represent Douglass" but he also 
expands the potential of voice. The central relationship and conversion of Mr. Listwell into 
an abolitionist is established when Listwell hears Madison Washington speaking out loud to 
himself, as Douglass once did, about the evils of slavery. The only difference is that 
Washington is in the forest watching birds express their freedom instead of ships (Heroic 
Slave, 2). This is one of the many ways Douglass infuses the bare details of the historical 
Washington with important fictive elements that can represent other slave voices, not just 
the autobiographical one Douglass already had in public. Washington also closes his 
soliloquy with declarations of freedom as Douglass did, and Douglass describes him as 
having "a smile of satisfaction rippled upon his expressive countenance, like that which plays 
upon the face of one who has but just solved a difficult problem, or vanquished a malignant foe; 
for at that moment he was free, at least in spirit. The future gleamed brightly before him, and his 
fetters lay broken at his feet" (6).
Douglass does not give Washington the "slave accent" but instead gives him a voice that 
finds freedom in articulation long before he is physically free. This is a powerful  and  central 
tenet of the concept of nommos : the word as action is freedom spoken is also coming into being 
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(Wright 85). Given the clear sense of frustration Douglass was experiencing at the time he wrote 
The Heroic Slave, he seems intent on declaring the power of voice, his own voice and  the  voice 
he can give to Madison Washington,  as being the foundation  for the eventual  freedom of all 
slaves. However, Douglass still relies on eloquence in standard English  as a weapon  of choice, 
and the need to persuade a white audience as a stark reality. Most importantly it must engender 
empathy for a commW1al " I. " The way Washington speaks and sounds is a source of 
admiration for both Listwell who helps Washington, and the captain of  the ship that  Wshington  
leads a mutiny against. It is at the end, when two white men debate the courage and skill of the 
negroes, that the Captain asserts the authenticity of courage in a Black  man by referring directly  
to the sound of his voice saying, "I  forgot  his blackness  in  the dignity of his manner,  and  the 
eloquence of his speech.. .I confess, gentlemen,  I felt  myself in the presence of a superior  man: 
one who, had he been a white man, I would have followed willingly and gladly in any honorable 
enterprise" (Heroic Slave 37). Expressed in the voice  of this fictionalized  captain is Douglass's 
own frustration that despite his mastery of the standard  language  that  so many  admired  in 
him, he was still often unheard or ignored due to race.
In a different scene an old Black man praying out loud to himself in the forest Douglass 
offers another instance of portraying the slave speaking out loud into silence, into nature and to
God. There is something powerful being intimated about slaves gaining voice by daring to
speak their words out loud, even if it must be done in isolation since the circumstances of 
slavery left no room for trust or safety. The soliloquy as literary trope in The Heroic Slave 
takes on the power to connect Washington to Listwell who will "listen well," hear the plight 
of the slaves and be moved by it. There is an invocation of the power of speaking out loud 
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and with eloquence even in solitude. In a culture where the slave voice is completely 
silenced in public discourse, and carefully monitored in private discourse, talking to oneself
is the only recourse to affirm the self indeed exists and has any number of ideas and visions 
which it is not legally allowed to have, but none the less possesses if they are claimed. From 
his own speech overlooking the boats to Washington watching the birds to the old man 
praying for deliverance Douglass is offering his own eloquence as a communal "I" laying 
claim to "latent powers" (L!fe and Times 257). By creating scenes where the reader is 
overhearing slaves Douglass makes it possible to imagine that one is hearing a more genuine
and authentic expression than the performance many would be making linguistically and
intellectually in front of white people who saw signs of intelligence and eloquence in slaves
as impudence. The captain even says, "I felt little disposition to reply to this impudent speech 
(Heroic Slave 36)."23
Douglass uses the voice of the slave speaking out into silence as a symbol of the
power "voice" must have if slaves are to be both freed and heard. Again, the old man 
praying in the forest does not have the "slave accent" though he is a slave and a manual 
laborer. Instead Douglass gives him the sounds and intonations of the Bible," 0 thou... that 
hearest the raven's cry, take pity on poor me! 0 deliver me! 0 deliver me! In mercy, 0 God, 
deliver me from the chains and manifold hardships of slavery... Oh look down upon our
afflictions, and have mercy upon us" (16). In this way he offers another authentic Black 
voice, that of the converted Christian slave, while advancing his moral battle with the American 
Christianity that supported or at least turned a blind eye to the barbarity of slavery.
By the time he is writing The Heroic Slave, Douglass knows how his own language 
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has been judged and has many choices for how to articulate the voices of his characters in 
fiction. The choices he makes continue to move forward his implicit argument that the 
language of the Bible, poetry, philosophy and rhetoric belong to every man who takes the 
time to acquire them and is not bound to men of certain classes or colors. He also 
understands too well how such language is admired, even as attempts are made to deny it to 
him as authentic. Robert Stepto argues that, "After two years abroad, Douglass returned to 
America only to discover that the arguments often used to limit his speech at anti-slavery 
meetings would be revived- indeed, they were ready and waiting-for the purpose of shutting 
down his newspaper before it began."24 It was a financial crisis in the newspaper that 
inspired the collection Autographs for Freedom, in which The Heroic Slave first appeared.25
It is fascinating to consider how Douglass continued to expand the scope and use of his own 
voice to support efforts to widen its audience and reach. Andrews argues that The Heroic
Slave was, as the first work of fiction by a Black author, an act of autonomy. Given its 
relationship with Douglass's attempt to keep his own newspaper alive, and his ongoing
struggle to retain control over his voice, it stands as a powerful symbol of a new level of
autonomy.
My Bondage and My Freedom
There are many notable distinctions to be found between Douglass's second 
autobiography, My Bondage and My Freedom and Narrative. The most important distinction is 
the very idea of individuality and autobiography. Great pains are taken to show that this is in
fact the work of a single individual with a specific history, not simply a fugitive slave making
a case against slavery; a human being with a story versus a prop for an argument being 
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articulated by others.26 Douglass establishes this work as somehow more his own from the 
very letter at that start where he writes, ten years after the publication of his slave narrative, "I
have never placed my opposition to slavery on a basis so narrow as my own enslavement, 
but rather upon the indestructible and unchangeable laws of human nature, every one of 
which is perpetually and flagrantly violated by the slave system" (2). Douglass makes the 
case from the start that the details of his life given in Narrative were used to a purpose he 
did not entirely agree with, specifically to make an example out of his enslavement as
opposed to allowing him to "voice" his moral indignation and intellectual critique against the
system as a whole. As a result this forced his story into details that matched the goals of 
abolitionists, but not necessarily his life. "'The Narrative," John Sekora writes, "for all its
greatness, is not a genuine autobiography. For its original was shaped as much by the Anti-
Slavery Society as by its author. It was, moreover, not so much a life story as an indictment…
an anti-slavery document, the testimony of an eyewitness, precisely what Garrison sought.
The true autobiography of My Bondage and My Freedom marks a new stage in Douglass's 
life and prose style."27 In addition to later critical appraisal the value of the work itself was 
established by Douglass's own statement opening My Bondage and My Freedom:
I see, too, that there are special reasons why I should write my own biography, in 
preference to employing another to do it. Not only is slavery on trial, but  unfortunately 
the enslaved people are also on trial. It is alleged, that they are, naturally  inferior;  that 
they are so low in the scale of humanity, and so utterly stupid, that  they are unconscious 
of their wrongs, and do not apprehend their rights. Looking, then, at your request, from 
this standpoint, and wishing everything of which you think me capable  to go to the 
benefit of my afflicted people, I part with my doubts and hesitation, and  proceed to 
furnish you the desired manuscript… (2)
Once again we have the use of language as some sort of "evidence" of humanity for those that 
stand trial, and an awareness that his autobiography somehow reflects or represents his own 
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"afflicted people" or his communal "I."  Douglass is distancing himself from Narrative, 
especially as pertains to his own biography, since he seems to be making the point that this is his 
first attempt at such a task. It is an odd assertion given that most of the stories in the first half of 
the book were told in some form in Narrative. There are, however, significant departures that 
indicate we are being told a fuller story though there is no way to know if it is the truer story.
The focus on an idyllic childhood with his grandmother, full  of  play,  food, and  river  romps 
stands in stark contrast to the short quick and dark view of life in Narrative. In addition, the 
abundance of food throughout his life, with the exception of a few periods that stand in contrast, 
seems to be a willful rejection of the slave narrative requirement to focus on the minute details of 
food scarcity and depravation as a whole. Douglass's stand, that the conditions of slavery were 
always impossibly at odds with human morality no matter how much  food  was actually  given, 
was the complete opposite of the down to the ounces of food details the abolitionists felt was 
needed to convince people of  slavery's cruelty. Douglass writes, "My feelings were not the result 
of any marked cruelty in the treatment  I received;  they sprung from the consideration of my 
being a slave at all. It  was slavery—not its mere incidents—that I hated…The feeding me and 
clothing me well, could not atone for taking my liberty from me” (128). These words stand in
direct opposition to the Garrisonian focus on giving the details and leaving the philosophy to
them. Douglass is claiming his voice to not just give the facts, but to establish that no matter
how "well" some families may have felt they treated their slaves, it was the notion of slavery 
"not its incidents" that Douglass rejected. This is an important rhetorical distinction that 
illuminates the ways in which he theorizes the use of language to clarify the terms of the
debate. Douglass understood and was working to articulate the distinctions between building
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empathy through examples of cruelty which can be argued and debated endlessly, and
establishing the right to equality through argument, logic and reason. These are all
empowered rhetorical choices that mark a significant change in his life as a free writer as
well as a free man.
In My Bondage and My Freedom Douglass begins telling a story that is full of details 
that mark a human condition within that of the enslaved life. Even the title separates the act 
of bondage (for which someone must be held accountable) from the linguistically inherent 
and passive state of being a slave. The use of the and in the title is also important; it 
equalizes and draws attention to his life away from bondage. From the very title he makes 
clear that his bondage is not the only story he can tell. He describes a condition that includes
family, however tattered, named, claimed and seen, and which he credits with being the 
source of his strong genetic disposition toward letters, hence, voice. Douglass writes:
I learned after my mother's death, that she could read, and she was the only one of all the 
slaves and colored people in Tuckahoe who enjoyed that advantage… I can finally and 
proudly ascribe to her an earnest love of knowledge ... and in view of that fact, I am quite 
willing and even happy, to attribute any love of letters I possess and for which I have got-
despite of prejudices-only too much credit, not to my admitted Anglo Saxon paternity, 
but to the native genius of my sable, unprotected, and uncultivated mother-a woman, who 
belonged to a race whose mental endowments it is, at present, fashionable to hold in 
disparagement and contempt.28
Douglass makes a direct link between his identity as a learned and eloquent speaker and 
writer with his Black mother, and rejects those who might attribute such power and 
eloquence to his mixed race status. Although Douglass cannot establish how literate his 
mother was or what exactly she read, it is clear that it was in English, and that by virtue of 
learning to read it the language and its structure and conventions belonged as much to her as 
to any white person who might become literate as well. Tracing his lineage of a love of 
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knowledge through his mother, as opposed to the white woman who taught him to read or
his white father, is an important claim for the authenticity of his language. That his 
mother or her son would in fact be able to add to those conventions from their own
home cultures is the point of expanded literacy, not to question if the conventions and 
rhetoric being learned can authentically belong to them. When Peter Elbow says, 
"'Correct speech and writing is no one's mother tongue," it should mean that it belongs 
to everyone who chooses to learn it equally and without categorization or exception. 
This is of crucial importance in the context of the Composition and Rhetoric debates, as 
well as the larger aesthetic questions of how autobiographers grapple with both 
representing and shedding a communal "I." Douglass is using the idea of literary linage 
to draw his literacy patterns closer to home and some distance away from those who 
would control it or reject it as not authentically his own. In his introduction to My
Bondage and My Freedom in 2003, John S. Wright makes the argument that:
Modern editions of My Bondage and My Freedom have grown increasingly sophisticated 
about a variety of strategies for reading and understanding Douglass's extraordinary 
"Autobiography"; but our views of his aesthetic outlook and composition principles-his 
poetics-as autobiographer- remain , I am afraid, opaque. Though we have fewer extra-
authorial guides to Frederick Douglass's interior life and "individuality" than we might 
like, we have not listened carefully enough perhaps to those hints he has already 
explicitly left us. (xxi)
One of the most powerful shifts for Douglass is the use of framing as authentication.
Narrative is prefaced and introduced by two noted white abolitionists, William Lloyd 
Garrison and Wendell Phillips. My Bondage and My Freedom is prefaced by Douglass 
himself and introduced by John McCune Smith, a Black abolitionist. The shift in focus 
from white authentication to black authentication is significant, but not more so than the 
focal points of each authentication. In 1845 Garrison is utilitarian, talking mostly about 
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slavery and Douglass's value to the cause of abolition. In 1855 Smith's focus is 
aesthetic, talking mostly about style.29 Sekora highlights, "Where the former wanted 
Douglass for his "irresistible mimicry" and "pathetic narrative," the latter commends the 
"strength, affluence, and terseness" of his mind and writing.30
Douglass's shift from speaker, at the behest of a movement that sought to control 
him, to editor of his own newspaper with significant editorial control over My Bondage and 
My Freedom, has many implications for his deployment of the communal “I.” His break 
with Garrison and the white anti-slavery movement is long and public, but is most clearly 
linked to a stated need to control his own voice and the uses of it. He takes time to mention 
how, early in his career as a speaker on the circuit, he was introduced as ··chattel" and a 
"graduate of that peculiar institution with his diploma on his back."31 This sets the stage for 
what is ultimately his grand conflict with his first Narrative, and the movement that 
supported and shaped it. It is not that Douglass negates the importance of writing or 
speaking out against slavery or that his writing would serve in that way, but the ways in 
which he was told to limit himself to a certain way of telling the story, an aesthetic bondage 
to a communal 'T' that could only speak at the behest and direction of a white abolitionist 
movement that was unable to make space for his full "voice" as authentic. In this way 
Douglass stands as an opening and foundational voice confronting all the issues 
autobiographers from marginalized communities are still facing, even in the way their 
voices are slowly being built into a diversity canon.
Life and Times of Frederick Douglass
From Narrative in 1845 to Life and Times of Frederick Douglass in 1892 are the 
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forty seven years Fredrick Douglass spent outside of slavery, building the life of a public 
speaker, abolitionist, public intellectual, writer, editor and eventually diplomat to Haiti. 
Compared to the eleven chapters and approximately eighty pages in Narrative, Life and 
Times is clearly the work of a lifetime divided into three parts with fifty three chapters and 
six hundred pages. For reasons of both length and style it is often the least read and 
examined of his autobiographies and ironically the one he had been building towards his 
whole life; and the one with which he closed his autobiographical project. Douglass 
contextualizes his life repeatedly in retrospect in the later parts of the book, and could be 
said to be pointing to the liberatory act of reading and writing in his life when he includes 
the following in his section on his European travels:
I had strange dreams of travel even in my boyhood days. I thought I should someday see 
many of the famous places of which I heard men speak, and of which I read even as a 
slave... To think that I, once a slave on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, was experiencing 
all of this... a few years back my Sundays were spent bemoaning my condition and 
looking out from the farm of Edward Covey, and, with a heart aching to be on their 
decks, watching the white sails of the ships passing off to sea. (588)
Douglass is claiming his singular "I" from referring to his "boyhood" before referring 
to enslavement to noting the very passage where he used the technology of writing to 
illuminate what might have been unutterable despair and hopelessness in the original
watching of the ships, but has come to fruition in his unique life. This moment in his 
autobiography represents the fullest written expression of a trajectory which he had been
working not only to attain for himself and his community, but to imagine and to teach others
to imagine as possible. Douglass does not focus on his personal good fortune, though he 
does mention being grateful, but instead captures the progression from wanting freedom, to 
writing towards freedom, to achieving it. This kind of liberatory writing practice is at the 
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core of the critical edition of Narrative by Angela Y. Davis (2010). The full text of 
Narrative is presented along with an introduction by Davis and her "Lectures on 
Liberation." Davis wrote and gave the included lectures just before being arrested and sent 
to prison in 1970 and she notes that she wrote them based on Life and Times of Frederick
Douglass (31). However, for the critical edition she returns to Narrative and closes her 
introduction with a focus on moving forward in our understanding of the implicationsof
Douglass and his influence, "Equally important, as we recognize the extent to which 
Douglass sustained the influence of the ideologies of his era, we might better learn how to 
identify and struggle with those that limit our imagination of liberation today" (37). She is 
speaking to issues of the representation of women in his texts and the limitations on the 
imagining of Black female liberation, which she contends do not diminish his work so much 
as give us ways forward for bringing our own growing consciousness to the works at hand. 
She powerfully uses her own evolution as a thinker and writer to express the many things 
she feels she understands now about Douglass that she did not understand when she wrote 
the lectures (28-29). In so far as education, diversity and language are central tenets of 
recent notions of liberating or de-colonizing the academy and the canon, Douglass and his 
struggles to liberate his voice as well as end slavery offer a promising start for examining 
the pressures of communal identification on autobiographical writing form the margins, and 
the language choices made to tell the stories.
Douglass and The Composition and Rhetoric Context
Douglass exerted a great deal of effort to gain literacy, autonomy and what he
considered authenticity of voice. He built a life of letters out of a limited self-made 
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education and pursued independence from powerful forces that sought to tie their support 
for him with a stringent control over him. One way to examine his legacy is the framing he 
receives in a Freshman Composition textbook. The canon disruptions of the so called 
"culture wars" have produced many attempts to re-imagine a more inclusive or diverse 
canon. Douglass sits squarely at the earliest end of such an inclusion.
The Brief Arlington Reader: Canons and Contexts is divided into thematic sections: 
Writing and Speaking: Worlds of Words; Education: Thinking about Knowledge and Growth;
History: Interpreting and Reinterpreting the Past and Ethics: Principles and Actions. 
Any of these sections would have been appropriate for placement of specific Douglass 
excerpts. Douglass's contribution is once again the infamous fight with Mr. Covey from 
Narrative. It is placed in a section titled Society and Politics: Human Rights and Social 
Class in between an excerpt from Harriet Jacobs and "The Gettysburg Address" by Abraham 
Lincoln. Their juxtaposition represents the small section on the American institution of 
slavery (from pages 440  to 447 in a book of 750 pages). Once again Douglass has been 
relegated to  a voice that can speak only of slavery, and in particular of his one violent act 
committed and documented as a symbolic act of freedom. With such a large body of well 
written, polemical and published work Douglass is still limited to telling his slave story; in 
particular his journalistic essays, writing on supporting the union, or work reinterpreting the 
constitution for himself, especially after the split with Garrison, could be powerfully 
deployed in this collection. However, these works do not represent the Douglass that has 
been added to the canon and the fight with Mr. Covey does.
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Each essay has a small introductory paragraph with biographical information on 
the writer. Some essays are singled out as magnet essays for which there is contextual and
historical interpretation situating the essay itself. Douglass's work is not contextualized
in this way and is instead represented by a three page excerpt of the fight with Mr. Covey
framed by the following description:
Frederick Douglass ( 1817-1895) grew up as a slave in Baltimore, where his owner's wife 
taught him to read-an illegal act and dangerous act, for reading allowed him to experience 
"the intense anguish of having a free mind trapped in a slave's body," says one 
commentator. Douglass quickly learned that whatever object his white overseers forbade 
was a prize to pursue. He became attracted to the art of speech making via the popular 
text The Columbian Orator and discovered abolitionist writing in the  Baltimore  
American.  After escaping to the north in 1838, he spent the next twenty five years 
touring the  country  as the abolitionist  movement's  most visible and forceful proponent. 
His powerful speech delivery was enhanced by his impressive physical strength, 
magnificent bearing, and charming manner. He wrote with distinction for William Lloyd 
Garrison's antislavery newspaper and his own, The North Star (1847-1860) and authored 
a novella, The Heroic Slave (1853). His stirring autobiography, Narrative of the Life of 
Frederick Douglass, an American Slave, with its direct language and multidimensional 
portraits of whites as well as blacks, was popular and influential in its time and has since 
become an American classic. It was published in 1845 and revised in three later editions.
Although the autobiography omits much detail about Douglass's youth ( in part to better 
portray a typical African American life and in part to  protect  those who helped  him 
escape), in the following excerpt he narrates how at sixteen he was sent to labor on an 
Eastern Shore plantation. Douglass tells the story of the "turning-point in [his] career as a 
slave," where he fought back against a harsh overseer, Covey, whose vicious whippings 
were designed to break both his body and his spirit: "You have seen how a man was 
made a slave; you shall see how a slave was made a man."32
There are telling signs in this introduction that there is trouble in how Douglass is 
canonized. The dramatic "illegal and dangerousact'" of teaching him to read clearly
positions the wife of his owner as a hero, and the nameless commentator who associates
reading with the only way of having a free mind in a slave's body seems almost absurd. 
The paraphrase of something he himself wrote, "Douglass quickly learned that whatever 
object his white overseers forbade was a prize to pursue" gets decontextualized as an 
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interpretation that makes of Douglass a reactionary with little understanding of his own 
development other than as opposition to his masters. The introduction also inaccurately 
portrays his later autobiographies as simply revised later editions of Narrative. It is as if
he remained a salve and kept revising that portion of his life repeatedly, but had nothing 
else to add or say. Finally, the mention of his physicality is hard to believe; evidently 
the body of the slave is still very much the point. Douglass's work does not position him 
as the orator, writer, editor and free man he spent most of his life struggling to be. 
Douglass remains framed as a former slave telling the story of the one time he fought 
back with his fists and a "powerful speech delivery enhanced by his impressive physical 
strength, and magnificent bearing." In this positioning a "magnificent and strong" Black 
man fighting an evil white overseer is more palatable than an intellectual Black man
parting ways with the white abolitionist who were seen as heroic, but would not allow him the 
full freedom of voice he demanded.
The excerpt is titled "Resurrection" certainly a title Douglass did not give it, and an
allusion to the final lines of the excerpt: "It  was a glorious  resurrection,  from the tomb of 
slavery, to the heaven of freedom."33 The passage is edited to begin just after the poetic 
apostrophe to the ships that begins Douglass's articulation of a desire to be free that would in fact 
necessitate the actions he takes with Covey. The poetic words and contemplation of his condition 
in slavery that ignite his new desire for freedom are discarded, and the focus is on the fight. The 
excerpt begins, "I have already intimated that my condition was much  worse, during the first six 
months  of my stay at Mr. Covey's, than in the last six. The circumstances leading to the change 
in Mr. Covey's course toward me form an epoch in my humble history. You have seen how a 
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man was made a slave; you shall see how a slave was made  a  man."34 It ends with the  line, ''l
did  not hesitate  to let it be known of me, that the white man  who expected  to succeed  in 
whipping,  must  also succeed in killing me." Again this produces a skewed image of a man who 
spent most of his life fighting with his words, and articulating notions of justice, human rights, 
and  the  power  of his own authentic voice.
The excerpt is followed by six questions for discussion which do little, if anything, to 
contextualize Douglass's work. One question is: What if anything does Douglass expect his 
audience to do about slavery after hearing or reading his narrative?35 The question is far 
better suited to many other works by Douglass where he articulates what he expects people to
do, feel and think than this one. Another question goes as follows: In what ways is 
Douglass's fight against Covey a declaration of his independence? How might Douglass 
respond to the Declaration of Independence? (353) The question itself wouldn't be so 
problematic if in fact Douglass hadn't written his own "Fourth of July" speech comparing the 
celebration of the Declaration of Independence with the conditions of slavery. This question 
points to an almost willful refusal to allow Douglass to speak directly for himself. Imagine, for 
example, if instead of that empty question asking students to guess or imagine what Douglass 
would think about the Declaration of Independence they were instead asked to respond to this:
On July 5, 1852, Douglass gave a speech at an event commemorating the signing of the 
Declaration of Independence, held at Rochester's Corinthian Hall. It was biting oratory, in 
which the speaker told his audience, "This Fourth of July is yours, not mine. You may 
rejoice, I must mourn." And he asked them, "Do you mean, citizens, to mock me, by 
asking me to speak to-day?"
Within the now-famous address is what historian Philip S. Foner has called "probably the most 
moving passage in all of Douglass's speeches":
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What, to the American slave, is your 4th of July? I answer; a day that reveals to him, 
more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the 
constant victim. To him, your celebration is a sham; your boasted liberty, an unholy 
license; your national greatness, swelling vanity: your sounds of rejoicing are empty and 
heartless; your denunciation of tyrants brass fronted impudence; your shout of liberty and 
equality, hollow mockery; your prayers and hymns, your sermons and thanks-givings, 
with all your religious parade and solemnity, are to him, mere bombast, fraud, deception, 
impiety, and hypocrisy -- a thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of 
savages. There is not a nation on the earth guilty of practices more shocking and bloody 
than are the people of the United States, at this very hour.36
The way Douglass is positioned in contemporary Composition and Rhetoric 
textbooks exemplifies the paradox at the heart of college level language instruction and the
use of "diverse" autobiographical ''essays" or excerpts to teach it. Namely, it perpetuates the 
perceived failure of minority students to acquire a standardized language demanded of them, 
but not offered in any full sense as a space of struggle and political implication. Douglass, 
among others, is a viable source of content that speaks to the political impact of language,
and the self-awareness of language as formed, judged and controlled for aesthetic and 
political purposes, not simply acquired in some apolitical "immigrant" journey. This content 
would have to be selected and framed based on his complete career as a writer and editor, not
just on his slave narrative which puts him in the false position of reassuming a role as a
former slave speaking out against slavery at the behest and authentication of "white'' 
handlers that he had long given up while he was still alive.
Min-zhan Lu wrote an article in 1991 expanding on the groundbreaking work of 
Mina Shaughnessy's in the field of Composition and Rhetoric studies. Lu challenged the 
idea that students must be given a pared down approach to the errors as simple grammatical 
mistakes in need of cleaning up or editing. Lu proposed that instead they be given access to 
the meta- cognitive processes by which to understand editing grammar and voice as 
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changing meaning. Although clearly acknowledging the step forward much of 
Shaughnessy's work and the work she has inspired, Lu exposes the paradox that language 
and its acquisition is presented as apolitical, but somehow also deeply linked to the creation 
of self -identity. Whether it is insisting that the use of standardized language somehow 
dilutes authenticity for Black writers, or insisting that the use of vernacular or Black English 
somehow represents a more authentic Black voice, in either direction the voice still needs 
remediation before it is judged on the content of its ideas. This dismantles the argument of 
language as being simply a matter of acquiring grammar and word choice, or diversity as a 
solution to marginalization. Lu argues that this assumption still dominates the teaching of 
basic writing and leads to pedagogies which promote what she calls a "politics of linguistic 
innocence: that is, a politics which preempts teacher's attention away from the political 
dimensions of the linguistic choices students make in their writing."37 It also preempts 
attention away from the political implications of framing writers from minority communities 
in the multicultural forum that seems to value variety over salient historical impact, and uses 
individual autobiography to represent communal identities. Lu explains her position:
My critique is motivated by my alignment with various Marxist and poststructuralist 
theories of language... [that} have argued that language is best understood not as a neutral 
vehicle of communication but as a site of struggle among competing discourses. Each 
discourse puts specific constraints on the construction of one's stance-how one makes 
sense of oneself and gives meaning to the world... Each time one writes, even and 
especially when one is attempting to use one of these discourses, one experiences the 
need to respond to the dissonance among the various discourses of one's daily life.
Because different discourses do not enjoy equal political power in current-day America, 
decisions on how to respond to such dissonance are never politically innocent.38
The search for ways to make standard English more easily absorbed, acquired and 
applied in college writing is missing an important link to writers who fought for the right to 
use that language in the first place for deeply political reasons, and were often denied their 
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rights to full expression. Reexamining Douglass's historical position, and current placement, 
immediately reveals the many mixed messages content and framing can send students about 
how their voices will be used and received, and how they are linked to, or disconnected 
from, a historical lineage. One solution is to allow students to see the acquisition of standard 
English as a political act that links them to writers and speakers like Malcolm X, Douglass, 
bell hooks and others who turned to language for forms of power and self-expression. 
Students will not then have to feel like immigrants in a foreign world trying to learn a new 
language, but rather like expatriates returning to a multi-lingual and multi-dialectical heritage 
that has always been theirs.
The writers I examine in this dissertation make aesthetic choices, much as Douglass
did, to render the process of self-articulation under duress possible. They understand their
position as being seen as representative of communal racial, ethnic or gendered experiences, 
but they also strive to make aesthetic, structural, linguistic and imagistic choices that offer 
artistic, and sometimes experimental, solutions for problems of authenticity and
authentication. These writers take on specific forms and choices to walk the fine line 
between writing themselves and their ideas, and representing "a people." As the notion of 
outsider/excluded expanded from the indigenous tribes of Native Americans and the 
formerly enslaved African Americans to immigrants of various racial and ethnic statuses
deemed "other," the conversation has expanded, but has not changed significantly. The quest 
remains one of engaging reader empathy, in an assumed audience that is always white, but 
changing over time. Beyond empathy there is the embedded struggle for sovereignty and 
authority in the aesthetic choices made to display one's own voice and its many languages.
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These writers work to reveal both the communal “I” of origin and the imagined communal 
American ''I'' in their texts.
The struggles of authenticity and authentication often go hand in hand. As one is the 
permission one give oneself to speak and write in whatever way is desired, and the other is 
the requirement that somewhere, someone authorize the work as "real" and worthy of 
consideration in specific contexts. This ranges from how Black texts often required white
authentication in the times when Douglass began writing to the ways in which currently a 
blurb from Toni Morrison for Ta-Nahesi Coates authenticates him in the Black community, 
though not universally. It also invites the eventual struggle of distancing oneself, as a writer, 
from any one or all of these communities, and from the need to have permission from
anywhere to say what you have chosen to say. Of course, publishing itself and academic
publishing of textbooks in particular, controlled as it is by a few enormous companies, also 
serves this validation role. I have selected three writers who have been embraced and widely 
published as part of the emerging diversity canon, and one who is not. In some ways, 
Frederick Douglass is both. He is both among the most canonized, and the most limited by 
the ways in which he has been canonized. At its core the question of the role of the
communal "I" in the work of all of these authors is a question of the limits of individuality
and individual self-expression, for writers from communities under siege. The writers of 
course have found a way to do this, and I hope to illuminate the ways in which they have 
made choices about language, structure, mythology and self-versus-communal 
representation that challenges the framing.
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Maxine Hong Kingston: Mythology and the “Hidden Transcript” in The Woman Warrior 
In The Woman Warrior (1975), Maxine Hong Kingston uses mythology to reveal and 
reverse the condition of geographic and spiritual displacement the communal “I” traverses in 
autobiography. Hong Kingston relies on ancient Chinese mythology and history to establish a 
“longer” history of being a Chinese woman as she explores the paradox of being raised to be 
“wife and slave” but all the while fed a steady diet of “talk story” about swordswomen that were 
avenging warriors in China (25). Hong Kingston illuminates the power of mythology to 
“remind” even when the connection to that reality has been severed: 
I remembered that as a child I had followed my mother about the house, the two of us 
singing about ho Fa Mu Lan fought gloriously and returned alive from war to settle in the 
village. I had forgotten this chant that was once mine, given me by my mother, who may 
not have known its power to remind. She said I would grow up to be a wife and a slave, 
but she taught me the song of the warrior woman, Fa Mu Lan. I would have to grow up a 
warrior woman. (26) 
The use of mythology allows her to restore herself to a larger imagined Chinese 
community that gives her space to critique the one she lives within, specifically the misogynistic 
aspects, without betraying the communal “I” demand to be loyal to her ancestors. Hong 
Kingston responded to the many critiques of her use of the mythology by explaining, 
“Sinologists have criticized me for not knowing myths and for distorting them…. They don’t 
understand that myths have to change, be useful or be forgotten. Like the people who carry them 
across oceans, the myths become American… [;] the myths I write are new, American” 
(“Personal Statement,” ed. Lim 24). It is clear from the book, and this personal statement made 
many years later, that Hong Kingston understands the nature of mythology as one of both  
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transformation and tradition, not one or the other. In this way, she breaks free from a linear, 
classic story of cultural assimilation and creates an aesthetic of timelessness that is also deeply 
rooted in its time. As Joseph Campbell explained, a “living myth” in contemporary terms must 
be “poetically renewed in terms neither of a remembered past nor of a projected future, but of 
now: addressed…to the waking of individuals in the knowledge of themselves” (Hero 275). The 
power of the mythic as it is embedded through story and archetype in our “cultural” psyche is 
also deeply personal and expressed as our own mythic journeys in the now. Hong Kingston 
brings this neither past nor future structure to The Woman Warrior. This allows her to construct 
her autobiography to reflect the “spontaneous productions” of her communal cultural 
environment, most significantly female story-telling. By re-telling the stories in the first person 
present tense, she makes them neither the past nor the future, but the present. The mythological 
underpinnings give the book spaciousness and power. 
Hong Kingston’s choice of mythological female warrior figures, from a culture notorious 
for its rejection of female children, allows her text to explore both the communal “I” and the 
feminist “I”1 as belonging to her and her female lineage historically, and not exclusively as an 
outcome of her exposure to American feminist ideals. This is an important distinction that gives 
The Woman Warrior a great deal of its impact. Hong Kingston maps the vast terrain filled with 
landmines for second generation children of immigrant families who continue to experience 
being marginalized in both the dominant culture and the home culture as places where they are 
accused of not being enough. The “not enough” of poor assimilation to mainstream culture and 
over acculturation at the expense of the home culture is not unique to Hong Kingston. It is the 
classic second-generation quandary for immigrants and a perpetual tightrope walk for the 
racialized marginalization of historical minorities in the United States. Hong Kingston 
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documents the accusations, both implicit and explicit, of “not enough” by the American culture 
into which she was born but that rejects her daily for how she looks or sounds, and what it is like 
to return home at the end of a long day of feeling “not enough” to discover she is “not enough” 
of the Chinese identity either. In one of her many transitions in person and tense, Hong Kingston 
turns to third person in “At the Western Palace,” the section of the book devoted to the arrival of 
her mother’s sister, Moon Orchid, from China to America. This is also where she chooses, in 
third person, to document some of the struggles with the “not enough” syndrome. It is through 
her imagined, omniscient perspective as Moon Orchid that she articulates some of the critiques 
from the home culture. Several pages are spent detailing Moon Orchid’s interactions with her 
sister’s children. The accusations range from the way they speak or receive compliments (neither 
humble nor demure) to the way they dress or comb their hair (furry little savages) (120-123). 
Particularly dangerous is the idea that the children are being “influenced” negatively by the very 
culture where the parents have chosen (though clearly a choice that is problematic when in 
economic, political, or social exile and in the context of imperialism and colonialism) to raise 
them. From the point of view of her recently arrived aunt, Hong Kingston writes, “None of 
Brave Orchid’s children was happy like the two real Chinese babies who died” (121). This, it is 
noted, despite the many trophies their mother has encased in the living room as symbols of their 
American achievements. In one scene the aunt asks the mother, “Why didn’t you teach your girls 
to be demure?” and the mother answers, “They are demure. They’re so demure, they barely 
speak” (123). 
The point-of-view shift to the aunt’s perspective allows for a mythological framing of 
cultural dissonance. It isn’t just a personal family story of an aunt who arrives to misunderstand 
the children. In America they are too demure, and in China they are not demure enough. Hong 
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Kingston opens the chasm of dual displacement by entering Chinese disapproval of her and her 
siblings through Moon Orchid’s judgments such as, “They must have many interesting savage 
things to say, raised as they’d been in the wilderness. They made rough movements, and their 
accents were not American exactly, but peasant like their mother’s, as if they had come from a 
village deep inside China. She saw them eat undercooked meat, and they smelled like cow’s 
milk” (123-124). From the third person, not the usual first person perspective of autobiography, 
these judgements offer a way to display the deep feelings of “never enough” as an existence, not 
a personal critique. There is no escape from this dual displacement; there is only the telling of the 
journey through it, and what the boon or knowledge gained by documenting it might offer the 
community. 
Hong Kingston’s work moves beyond the simplistic “damned if you do, damned if you 
don’t” paradigm for acculturation that every immigrant group faces to a deeper layer of 
autobiographical revelation as she explores how, “Those of us in the first American generations 
have had to figure out how the invisible world the emigrants built around our childhoods fits in 
Solid America” (13). The invisible world of China to which she refers is one of mystery, not just 
to the outsider, as critics often level the accusation of writing for a white audience against these 
autobiographies from the margins, but also for the child who grows up being told they must 
succeed at being American and also at being Chinese without having access to the original 
culture of origin or wide acceptance into the new one. Kingston writes, “They must try to 
confuse their offspring as well, who I suppose threaten them in similar ways—always trying to 
get things straight, always trying to name the unspeakable. The Chinese I know hide their names: 
sojourners take new names when their lives change and guard their real lives with silence” (13). 
Hong Kingston addresses the ways in which culture is not transferable in whole and complete 
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ways since those who have migrated also have their own agendas for what they wish to leave 
behind or feel forced to shed in order to move on. Yet there remains the notion that they must 
somehow instill a sense of Chinese identity in the young, who are then tasked with translating it, 
absorbing it, and “properly representing” it in the new American landscape and presumably in 
any effort at writing about the community. In one of the most powerful passages, Hong Kingston 
asks several questions brilliantly: “Chinese-Americans, when you try to understand what things 
in you are Chinese, how do you separate what is peculiar to childhood, to poverty, insanities, one 
family, your mother who marked your growing with stories, from what is Chinese? What is 
Chinese tradition and what is the movies?” (13) Her switch in this passage to second person is 
unique and jarring. If she is writing to a white audience, why speak directly to the Chinese? It 
would seem that she is signaling that which only the Chinese readers will actually contend with 
as they read her work, and hence this can be directly stated to them. It is also an indicator of 
being aware of an audience that will question the “authenticity” of her portrayal of Chinese 
identity. She also answers this question of how do you “separate” in the work itself with a simple 
answer: you don’t. She does not separate fact from fiction (autobiography from mythology) in 
the traditional ways and was strongly criticized for that choice. The implicit impression of the 
question is that in fact you cannot separate, and you are best off simply telling the story that feels 
truest to your lived experience. Sau-Ling Cynthia Wong captures the tensions of this narrative 
venture as she explains: 
The readers who fault The Woman Warrior for not being more responsible toward “facts” 
would do well to meditate on their own koan. To read departures from traditional 
material found in The Woman Warrior as Kingston’s cynical manipulations of naïve 
white readers, as her critics have done…belittles the urgency of the imaginative 
enterprise so necessary to the American-born generation: to make sense of Chinese and 
American culture from its own viewpoint (however hybrid and laughable to “outsiders”) 
to articulate its own reality and to strengthen is precarious purchase on the task of self- 
fashioning. (271) 
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It is this very self-fashioning that is the core of writing autobiography. It is my 
contention that the communal “I” is an expression of the hybrid fashioning of self as communal 
by choice, not just collective by assignment to a group in the public sphere. Therefore, the 
aesthetic choices, such as Hong Kingston’s use of mythology, represents an artistic attempt to 
make the autobiographical task and the communal “I” feel less precarious and conflicted. To 
position the “I” as time traveling and mythological, both ancient Warrior Woman and young 
Chinese American school girl, Hong Kingston allows the story to address the “journey” that the 
second generation, and often many generations beyond in marginalized communities, are also 
taking. It is not the journey of immigration or migration but of traversing worlds that are not 
only geographic, but psychological, linguistic, cultural, and frequently difficult to articulate.2
Campbell argues, “In the absence of an effective general mythology, each of us has his 
private, unrecognized, rudimentary, yet secretly potent pantheon of dream” (2008, 2). 
Positioning her experience as a journey between worlds, and not a bildungsroman of absorption, 
assimilation, and success, she links her story with ancestors as close as her parents, as buried as 
her lost aunt “no name woman,” and as far back as the mythological Fa Mu Lan of her mother’s 
talk story, all of which figure prominently in her sense of self as a Chinese-American woman. 
She marks the creation of her identity as a journey between worlds, which puts it in the classic 
realm of mythological stories.3 In her article, “The Problem of Woman as Hero in the Work of 
Joseph Campbell,” Sara Nicholson argues that,  
For women seeking symbolic representation of themselves as hero, Campbell’s 
insistence that mythology must “live,” renewed in each age, provides hope…strong 
mythic examples of women do exist, and Campbell’s theory leaves the interpretation of 
mythology open to the sort of process necessary to adequately unravel and rebuild these 
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mythic images of Woman and her journey of inquiry into humanity and divinity, as 
living myth (192).  
Hong Kingston had access to these mythological stories of strong women through her mother. 
She deployed them masterfully as emblematic of her mother’s heroic journey from China to the 
United States and her own ongoing journey as a communal “I.” 
In respect to autobiographical writing this poses a fundamentally American challenge 
with all of its mythological “melting pot” history mired in exclusionary historical policies4
implemented to severely limit the mobility of certain groups and their ability to “melt.” The 
communal “I” rises as a response that cuts across ethnicities to speak to life in a marginalized 
community as always being fraught with communal responsibility. The “I” is singular in theory, 
but when you are constantly made aware that your “I” belongs to a group of “I”s seen as a whole, 
and generally as undesirable, or limited to very specific desirable roles and duties, it pressures 
the autobiographical “I” to represent the communal “I” even though it must be written from a 
singular vision: the author’s. Hong Kingston makes some bold and original choices that allow 
her to directly address many communities at once and speak from both her singular writer “I” as 
well as from and to her communal “I.” 
Hong Kingston writes herself into a communal “I” that her mother can only hint at, but 
can’t quite reveal given the many ways in which tradition and secrecy mark the oral history she 
is able to give. As Cynthia Sau-Ling Wong explains, “Hong Kingston in fact does not grant 
stories any automatic authority based on “descent” or factual accuracy and instead turns to public 
records and mythology, to written texts, in her search for meaning and authority” (270). All of 
this ties into the ways in which autobiographical writing inserts an “I” (the writer/ observer/ 
protagonist) into an already running story. The story of that autobiographical “I” does not begin, 
as is traditionally established with the misleading “I was born” at birth. Hong Kingston does not  
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mention her birth until page ninety-six in the middle of the third section entitled “Shaman” with, 
“I was born in the middle of World War II.” However, the structure of her story makes clear that 
her life is in fact woven backward and forward into a lineage she may not even understand. Hong 
Kingston makes the project of The Woman Warrior a journey of discovering her “self” and her 
various lineages as she is being written into existence long before she is born. Her mother tells 
her a story of buying and freeing a slave girl in China and what girls were worth: “Fifty dollars. 
That’s because she was sixteen years old. Eight-year-olds were about twenty dollars. Five-year- 
olds were ten dollars and up. Two-year-olds were about five dollars. Babies were free. During 
the war, though, when you were born, many people gave older girls away for free. And here I 
was in the United States paying two hundred dollars for you” (79). This exchange is recorded as 
a conversation Hong Kingston has as a young girl with her mother. Hong Kingston begins by 
asking about what happened to her mother’s dog and her slave when she left China and then 
asking how much her mother paid the doctor at the hospital when Hong Kingston was born. By 
writing the exchange in innocent, child-like questions, Hong Kingston places herself in a lineage 
of girl children bought and sold, but her price is high and she is being paid for by her own 
mother. She is one in a long line of girls bought and sold, but her mother clearly marks a 
transition when she became a girl child paid for by her own family and not sold to others. By 
freeing her own slave, the mother is already writing Hong Kingston into existence as Chinese 
women liberating future Chinese women; by telling her the story and the prices of girls, she is 
also alerting her to the ways in which the woman warrior mythology was often subverted and 
female value denied. 
Moving past the layers of her parent’s story, which she is also telling, to the ancestral 
mythology of China, Kingston aligns herself with a lineage, a continuity of which she forms a 
part and from which she gets guidance and strength, regardless of how she is “judged/seen” as a 
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failed or successful Chinese-American daughter. Kingston explains, “I take the power I need 
from whatever myth. Thus Fa Mu Lan has the words cut into her back; in traditional story, it is 
the man, Ngak Fei the Patriot. I mean to take his power for women” (“Personal Statement,” ed. 
Lim 24). This move cannot be separated from the second-wave feminist movement Hong 
Kingston was living as she wrote this book in Berkeley, California in the early 70s. The larger 
second-wave feminist project took us beyond suffrage and basic legal human rights to the vast 
undertaking of bringing forth the hidden stories of women’s lives, and the lost stories of women 
warriors, the feminine divine, the dark goddesses, and the buried histories of female power. 
Although the feminist movement focused on European buried histories (see Audre Lorde’s letter 
to Mary Daly), it offered a construct for understanding “hidden transcripts” and “subjugated 
knowledge.” Hong Kingston tapped into the longer history of being a Chinese woman as 
opposed to the short history of being a Chinese immigrant. That move is what makes the work 
timeless and persistent. This same context was also a source of criticism. As Ling points out, 
“As a product of this historical moment, Kingston’s articulation of oppressed Chinese American 
women’s voices in their male dominated community could scarcely have been free from reactive 
impulses, and it is understandably done without full control of how it might intersect with the 
social construction of gender and sexual orientation at a time when the social history of Chinese 
American women’s oppression in America was largely ignored” (Ling 153). So Hong Kingston 
was being “reactive” in disturbing the notion of the order or hierarchy of oppressions and 
perhaps would have been received better within her own community had she set about to show 
how female oppression was ignored by mainstream America and not Chinese men. 
The pressures on the communal “I” are varied and elusive but ever present. The implicit 
expectation in this critique is that if “our” stories as women are to be told at all, they are to be 
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constructed with full control over their impact and their intersections in a community already 
dealing with enough. Basically, our stories must “behave” according to the “public transcript” of 
our power relations and not reveal the “hidden transcripts” of our marginalized communities. 
This is a directive that is familiar to women under many guises and in endless manuals on how 
to be better, fit better, or please more; most recently, it has appeared as advice that if we really 
want to succeed, we must be willing to “lean in.” After centuries of bending over backwards, 
this advice came as quite a shock to many women, especially since it was from a woman.5  These 
demands all share a sense of required performance for an imagined audience. As Wong explains 
it, “Should individual experience fail to be homologous to collective history, personal trails of 
the narrative must be manipulated to present an improved picture…[;] to do less is to jeopardize 
the united front and prostitute one’s integrity for the sake of white approval” (259). This is a 
central critique from within the communities of origin that autobiographies from the margins are 
always facing against the revelation of the “hidden transcript” and the safe spaces it often 
creates for men. Hong Kingston is openly accused of selling out Chinese men for the approval 
of white feminism not unlike how Alice Walker was accused of selling out Black men for white 
readers. 
The power of Kingston’s construction of lineage and story as a communal “I” is her 
willful and historical connection to female warriors in Chinese culture, including the aunt who 
has been erased as a deep secret of shame but inspires a deep reverence for truth, invention, and 
re-imagining. Although these are all feminist tools for recovering the lost history of female 
strength, Hong Kingston establishes her own brand of feminism as inherently Chinese even 
though she may be using Western feminist tools for recovering it. The United States, and the 
migration of her family, becomes a location, geography, and site versus an experience of 
acculturation and ideological origin. Her American identity allows her to emerge as a writer and 
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a feminist, but “her childhood among ghosts” includes ghosts of a distant Chinese past that can 
help her make sense of her place between worlds. Armed with this longer memory of a 
mythological community of female warriors, Hong Kingston learns fighting is also a Chinese 
female rite of passage. In his essay, “Mythopoesis East and West in The Warrior Woman” 
Cheng Lok Chua concludes: 
…a distinctive feature of Kingston’s method of composition in The Woman 
Warrior is a mythopoetic synthesis of Asian and American cultures…through such 
juxtaposition of materials and through such experimental techniques Kingston…is 
staking an important claim to the territory of American experience and its expression in 
American letters. (150) 
However, Hong Kingston’s own reaction to the reception of The Woman Warrior as a 
feminist book has been mixed. Ling is able to insinuate a kind of regret for the focus on women 
through the use of Kingston’s own words, and later she adds more in her own personal statement. 
Ling writes, “…Kingston was sensitive to the cultural risk and the multivalent nature of her 
injection of a Chinese American Woman’s voice into an Asian American literary discourse 
characterized by a male ethos. Immediately after the publication of The Woman Warrior, she 
realized that her book ‘was only of heroines. Men are minor characters. It seems an unbalanced 
view of the world’” (154). On another occasion, Hong Kingston reflected that, although she 
intended to write about women’s and men’s experiences as an interlocking story, her fear that 
the men’s story was “anti-female and would undercut the feminist viewpoint” influenced her to 
write about women’s issues “separately” in the The Woman Warrior—her “selfish book” (Kim 
207-8). In 1992, in her personal statement in a book on the teaching of her work, she goes even
further, “To best appreciate The Woman Warrior, you do need to read China Men. You’ll see 
that ‘I’ achieve an adult narrator’s voice. ‘I’ am nothing but how ‘I’ am in relation to other 
people. In The Woman Warrior ‘I’ begin the quest for self by understanding the archetypal 
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mother. In China Men ‘I’ become more whole because of my ability to appreciate the other 
gender” (ed. Lim 23). It is painful to read what sounds like a repudiation of the fierce feminist 
positioning of The Warrior Woman and linking female maturity with “understanding” men. 
When approached by young women on a college campus who are reading The Woman Warrior, 
she writes, 
I don’t like all this overpraising of my daughter and rudeness toward my sons. China Men 
was almost part of The Woman Warrior; I wrote much of those two books at the same 
time. I once meant for them to be one large book. But the women’s stories and the men’s 
stories parted into two volumes, naturally replicating history and geography: the women 
stayed in China and maintained communities; the men sailed off to the Gold Mountain, 
where they built bachelor Chinatowns. The Quality Paperback Club printed The Woman 
Warrior and China Men as a boxed set, the most correct presentation. (24).  
It sounds odd to hear the books labeled as daughters and sons, especially given her work at 
revealing the reverse treatment of daughters and sons in The Woman Warrior. It is as if the 
communal “I” is defending a culture and tradition of respecting sons but also a writer 
uncomfortable with one book so powerfully overshadowing all her other books. 
Given her own insistence on seeing the books and the stories as gendered, but 
interdependent and equal, it is hard not to take notice of how much more attention, both positive 
and negative, has been given to The Woman Warrior, regardless of authorial intention. The 
power of The Woman Warrior is precisely the feminist project of recovering the historical 
strength of Chinese women, the “no name” woman that paved the way for self-articulation for 
Kingston, and the taking from myths what power she needed and giving it to women. However, 
the formal invention and aesthetic strategies clearly set the two books apart. It is not just the 
woman centered story that captures the imagination, and garners all the praise, but rather the 
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constantly and expertly shifting text that mirrors the twisted paths that have run across continents 
and cultures so as to allow these stories to merge into a new mythology. It is impossible to 
understand the lasting relevance of The Woman Warrior without taking into account the 
structural choices that make it not just reliant on mythology, but mythological in its own right by 
virtue of the unique treatment given to the autobiographical information of women’s lives. 
Specifically, the book is focused on women in Hong Kingston’s life, but more broadly it 
teaches how to illuminate all of the lives hidden in similar ways. The choices Hong Kingston 
makes about tense, person, and structure in The Woman Warrior illuminate the “master’s tools” 
critique by Audre Lorde. Autobiography may be a tool of the master’s making as a traditional 
linear accounting of individual achievement, but Hong Kingston sculpts it into a different form 
altogether. In the process, she transforms the space the autobiographical content occupies and the 
work it can do. Joseph Campbell’s concept of the heroic structure of mythology can be applied 
to understanding this transformation of specific personal content into “historical human truth.” 
Although there is room to argue about his use of “normal,” the idea still captures a relevant point 
of distinction. Campbell writes of the ways that the heroic journey is one where what is gained is 
shared in such a way that it allows an entire culture to regain something it has lost: “Moreover, if 
we could dredge up something forgotten not only by ourselves but by our whole generation or 
our entire civilization, we should indeed become the boon bringer, the culture hero of the day—a 
personage of not only local but world historical moment” (12). Of course this does not take into 
account the stories that cultures seek to keep forgotten and repressed to exert control and power 
over specific populations or the tensions that follow their re-emergence. 
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The real and painful experience of being blasted by your own community for telling your 
truth cannot be underestimated, and Alice Walker who experienced something very similar spent 
an entire book trying to vindicate herself.6  Perhaps some of this insistence of the two books 
being inseparable is Hong Kingston trying to make sure that China Men is not read as her 
attempt to vindicate herself. The attack on Hong Kingston was direct and personal as well as 
literary, most notably by Frank Chin. I had the opportunity to meet her at a conference and 
briefly mentioned what I was exploring in my work. Her response was, “Go to the archives, my 
papers in Berkeley. There is hate mail. People threatened me.” It is important to note, then, that 
the retrieval of which Campbell speaks only as well received can in fact be a retrieval of 
subjugated knowledge that threatens those who gained prominence through its subjugation. In 
the case of Hong Kingston, it is patriarchy disguising itself as “concern” for the reputation of the 
community when the “hidden transcript” is made visible. 
The scenes of food, culture, and gender critique that most frequently received the “tour of 
Chinatown” for white eyes only criticisms of Hong Kingston’s work actually reveal the need the 
communal “I” has to document and verify its own authenticity in both worlds. Hong Kingston is 
pulling out what she must examine to understand her own journey as a “stranger” (read: 
observer) in two worlds. This is not, as is often mistakenly perceived, only for the benefit of the 
white audience, but it is inherently a way of documenting and historicizing the invisible lives of 
immigrant women interpolating two cultures for their children and their children making sense of 
these worlds, and their place in them, for themselves. Sau-Ling Cynthia Wong deftly contradicts 
this simplification: “Only a careless reader, I submit, would be able to conclude that Kingston’s 
stance in The Woman Warrior is that of trustworthy cultural guide…. From fragmentary and 
haphazard evidence, the protagonist has to piece together a coherent picture of the culture she is 
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enjoined to preserve against American influence” (277). Wong mounts a very strong response to 
the attacks against Kingston that one critic positioned as, “Such a dichotomy between male 
defense of patriarchy and a feminist defense of women reaches a point of crisis in the 
community’s debate over Maxine Hong Kingston’s, The Woman Warrior” (Ling 158). The 
“community’s debate” clearly references an Asian literary community into which Kingston was 
always aware her work would be inserted. This is a perfect example of the communal “I” being 
an ever-present articulation of self in autobiographies from the margins. Although her work was 
well received by white feminists and the mainstream critics at large, and perhaps in part because 
of it, it was received by a community on guard for the danger of misrepresentation even from, or 
perhaps especially from, within. To use the term crisis, as Ling does, to explain how Kingston’s 
work was received is indicative of how much is invested in receiving or rejecting these acts of 
autobiography as representation from a community on the margins. As Ling points out, “The 
literary establishment generally embraces The Woman Warrior even while some Asian American 
scholars feel themselves “sold out” by the autobiography…[;] feminist critics across cultures 
often enthusiastically endorse the book…whereas detractors of the text argue that it achieves its 
success mainly through bashing Chinese men and through reproducing mainstream culture’s 
prejudices against Asian Americans as a collective” (321). It is vital to remember that this 
communal questioning of the “accuracy or authenticity” of representation is not unique to 
Kingston, nor is the accusation of man bashing for white feminist acceptance. However, Wong 
explores how the critiques of this nature are actually more obsessed with the white gaze and 
creating a kind of uniformity of production for that audience. Wong deftly adds, “And 
ironically—given the critic’s claimed championship of self-definition and literary autonomy— 
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the kind of fiction they would like Kingston to have written is closely dictated by the response of 
the white readers”(260). 
It is instructive to consider Scott’s theory of the hidden transcript, specifically as it plays 
out in Hong Kingston’s work, to contextualize the ferocity of this kind of response. According to 
Scott, there are things those who live under domination are careful to conceal because it is their 
only source of power. Those who try to “win” over the dominant class (read: autobiographies 
that tell them all about us so they might like us or understand us better or, more important, reveal 
our secrets) are often shunned and accused of being traitors. He argues that the power behind 
social and political movements requires some “hidden transcript” so that power can be amassed 
and accumulated, not dissipated (Scott 109). Do autobiographies from the margins “dissipate” 
power, energy, attention? Do they help? Are they even relevant? I would argue that the 
underground, difficult to trace movement that emerged as Black Lives Matter has had more 
impact than any autobiography on police brutality could ever have. However, it could also be 
argued that timing and the confluence of ideas poised Black Lives Matter and Between the World 
and Me by Ta-Nehisi Coates to emerge almost simultaneously, speaking at varying levels to the 
same dangers in a way that expanded the conversation. However, Coates received significant 
backlash from prominent black intellectuals like bell hooks, Cornel West, and Michelle 
Alexander. Most of their critiques focused on the books pessimism and lack of agency, in effect 
criticizing it for its politics or ineffective use of politics, demonstrating an inability to read it as 
an autobiography of a black father’s despair in the face of the hostile violence his black son 
seems destined to face. That Ta-Nehisi Coates, as a black man, was “supposed to represent” a 
response to the dilemma facing young black male bodies in America that surpassed his personal 
story as a father is an example of the insistence on a communal “I.” Coates’s despair is a stark  
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reality for all Black Americans that was hauntingly echoed by President Obama when, in 
response to the Trayvon Martin shooting, he said, “If I had a son, he would look like Trayvon.” 
That despair, Scott might argue, would in most communities under siege be saved for the 
“hidden transcript” since nothing can be gained by letting “them” see “us” weak and suffering 
or hopeless. Autobiographies inevitably cross that line. 
Certainly the community reaction to many of these autobiographies from the “margins” 
reveals that the need/desire for a “hidden transcript” does exist. Although writers are frequently 
publicly blasted for crossing those lines, they are mostly sifting and difficult to identify. To 
ground the discussion of the revealed hidden transcript in The Woman Warrior, it is important 
to understand the clear intentions behind the use of the phrase and what it is meant to signify: 
namely airing unfaltering portraits of the community.7 Ling cites Tong as accusing Hong 
Kingston of somehow achieving “success mainly through bashing Chinese men and through 
reproducing mainstream culture’s prejudices against Asian Americans as a collective.” The 
issue is not the veracity of Hong Kingston’s claims, though they go after that as well, but her 
insistence on making it public and somehow “reproducing” mainstream (or in Scott’s terms the 
power holders and the subjugators) biases. Scott might argue, and Ferguson would agree, that 
these autobiographies from the margins reveal the hidden transcript that was meant for internal 
discussion amongst members of the community when the so called “dirty laundry” suddenly 
becomes aired in public for the seeming benefit or entertainment of the dominant power. Ling 
explains: 
With the publication of The Woman Warrior, Kingston virtually started a revolution 
within a revolution. Shortly after the formation of a narrowly defined counterhegemonic 
Asian American literary discourse represented by Chin and other editors of Aiiieeeee!, 
Kingston’s Chinese American Feminist discourse defiantly branched out from the largely 
community-based Asian American literary revival and drew support from the mainstream 
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feminist movement. This formative moment created a ripe context for perceived 
betrayal.” (321) 
In what is perhaps most relevant from Scott’s theories to this communal perception of “betrayal” 
through autobiography is his take on the infrapolitics of subordinate groups. Scott contextualizes 
the internal structuring of subordinate groups within a larger power hierarchy as also hierarchical 
and with attendant rules and norms: “…the discursive practices offstage sustain resistance in the 
same way in which the informal peer pressure of factory workers discourages any individual 
worker from exceeding work norms and becoming a rate buster. The subordinate moves back 
and forth between two worlds: the worlds of the master and the offstage world of the 
subordinates. Both of these worlds have sanctioning power” (Domination and the Arts 191). 
This goes precisely to the heart of Hong Kingston’s move to walk between worlds (the Chinese 
and the American) and the way she was sanctioned (chastised and critiqued) by the infrapolitics 
for causing a “revolution within a revolution.” No community is a monolith, but marginalized 
communities rely on protective infrastructures for safety and survival. More problematically, as 
Scott continues, “…any subordinate who seeks privilege by ingratiating himself to his superior 
will have to answer for that conduct once he returns to the world of his peers” (191). Several 
critiques of Hong Kingston explicitly cited the fact that her work being embraced by white 
western feminist was experienced as a betrayal entirely dependent on selling out Chinese men, 
which undermined the perceived value her work would bring to the community. Scott’s analysis 
was directed at working class groups and highlighted studies that showed workers were often 
more influenced by social peer pressure than their own desires for promotion or greater income 
(191). This opens a fascinating fissure in the notion of American upward mobility and its 
problematic execution in marginalized communities. You can succeed, but only so much and 
only in carefully circumscribed ways before you are subject to censure and sanctions from both 
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sides. (The charged question of “Who do you think you are?” takes on a double-edged meaning 
coming from two sides.) In autobiographical work that depends so heavily on the authority to 
“tell your story,” the communal “I” emerges in order to give the story permission to exist in the 
first place. 
In Hong Kingston’s case, the response was one of censure by Asian men with the by now 
familiar accusations against women of lying, inaccuracy, and misrepresentation. But what 
exactly was the hidden transcript that she revealed and why was it, especially in the guise of 
autobiography, the most personalized style of writing available, so threatening? She enacts 
several transgressions against the hidden transcript worth exploring in close detail. Hong 
Kingston takes upon herself in her autobiographical work the power to rewrite Chinese 
mythology, and in addition, begins to write against the emergent mythology of Chinese 
Americans in the United States.  Hong Kingston writes in such a way as to trouble a still fragile 
notion of the Asian as a “model minority.” It is not, in the late seventies, as prevalent as it is 
now, but there is certainly some sense of her having ruptured a façade. Hong Kingston gives 
small examples like the difference between the behavior of the kids when they are in American 
school (quiet and docile) and when they are in Chinese School (loud and rambunctious) (151). 
She also gives bigger ones about lying and illegal immigration status. One passage begins with, 
“We have so many secrets to hold in,” echoing her mother’s demand, “you must not tell 
anyone…what I am about to tell you,” with which she opens the book. She warns the reader in 
the ultimate public act of telling, autobiography, that she has already been censured and has 
clearly not listened (182). Hong Kingston tells the story of a teacher who allows them to read 
their official records and who has her pay attention to the many times they have moved and the 
aliases her parents have used. She is familiar with most of it, but seeing it together on an official  
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school record is presented like seeing it as evidence while on trial. Hong Kingston writes, “…but 
when I saw father’s occupations I exclaimed, “Hey, he wasn’t a farmer, he was…’ He had been a 
gambler. My throat cut off the word-silence in front of the most understanding teacher. There 
were secrets never to be said in front of the ghosts, immigration secrets that could get us sent 
back to China” (183). Thus begins an entire section exploring the secrecy around immigration 
and legal status and demands for secrecy and lies. This is dangerous exposure of a “hidden 
transcript” designed to keep a community safe. Hong Kingston establishes that the children are 
purposely kept in the dark: “they would not tell us children because we had been born among 
ghosts, were taught by ghosts, and were ourselves ghost like. They called us a kind of ghost” 
(183). In this usage ghost is a “hidden transcript” word for white Americans that the Chinese use 
to mark where things can and can’t be said and what things should be said and when. Hong 
Kingston reveals that the children born and educated in the United States are not trusted because 
they are influenced by their contact with the ghosts who “…are noisy and full of air; they talk 
during meals, they talk about anything” (183). The ghosts do not know how to keep secrets, and 
by writing her autobiography, Hong Kingston proves them right. It gets even more complex as 
she begins to ask questions about “hidden transcript” practices for bringing in new immigrants 
and dealing with the ghosts and immigration reforms: “Lie to Americans. Don’t report crimes; 
tell them we have no crimes and no poverty.…Give a new name every time you get arrested; the 
ghosts won’t recognize you. Ghosts have no memory and poor eyesight” (184-185). 
Hong Kingston ruptures the required “hidden transcript” of how the Chinese act “off 
stage” and reveals and confirms that there is a sub culture of protecting illegal immigrants and 
sneaking behind the backs of white Americans for whom there is little respect. It is obvious why 
this would make many people in that community angry and uncomfortable, echoing Richard 
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Rodriguez’s parents who, he writes in his autobiography, ask him not talk about his family in 
negative ways in front of the white people. At first these seem like examples of shame and 
overzealous secret keeping, at least from the perspective of the American born generation. 
However, the second generations has never lived the physical insecurities of illegal status, except 
through the whispers and the moving they experience with their parents. This is in fact dangerous 
information to reveal, and Hong Kingston later said that her father made the legal crossing to 
Cuba in 1924, then stowed away for New York. Twice caught, jailed, and deported to Cuba, he 
eluded the "immigration demons" on his third attempt. "It's a story I can only tell after he died," 
says Kingston. "I didn't want my parents to be caught and deported."8 This, spoken many years 
later, reveals the pressure on the communal “I” to tell a story that both represents the truth of 
individual experience, in Hong Kingston’s case her long battle with silencing and secrets, and to 
protect the community from which they emerge. Each book from a marginalized community 
takes on the task of constructing a communal “I” differently, but all run the risk of exposing 
communities that are already under constant pressure and danger. 
One of the most powerful and mysterious examples of exposing the hidden transcript is 
the one in which Hong Kingston pinches, hits, and torments a little girl in the bathroom of 
Chinese school for not being willing to speak up (168-181). She opens the long meditation on 
coming to voice and the complications of silence with the line, “Not all the children who were 
silent at American school found voice at Chinese school” (168). With this line ,she demarcates 
the two worlds she is constantly traversing in an attempt to find “voice” and from which she will 
emerge a “master of both worlds”9 precisely because she will not stay silent like the little girl she 
torments. Hong Kingston builds up to the scene with the little girl with stories of her sister 
struggling to recite and their mother sending Hong Kingston to demand sweets for the mistake of 
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a pharmacist’s mistakenly sending medicine to their house, which becomes a cultural showdown 
of humiliation and misunderstanding. The journey to the scene with the little girl meanders 
through the acquisition of language portrayed as physical violence and confrontation that include 
Hong Kingston writing, “My mouth went permanently corked with effort, turned down on the 
left side and straight on the right” (171). This, coupled with her tongue cutting scene as a child, 
make physical and permanently scarring her struggle of coming to language and voice. These 
scenes become mythic. These are not just slice-of-life stories, but mythic tales of overcoming 
physical and cultural obstacles through which she is transformed. They are also communal, and 
she refers to the struggle through the use of a collective pronoun “we” as follows: “Normal 
Chinese women’s voices are strong and bossy. We American-Chinese girls had to whisper to 
make ourselves American-feminine. Apparently we whispered even more softly than the 
Americans…Most of us eventually found some voice, however faltering. We invented an 
American-feminine speaking personality, except for the one girl who could not speak up even in 
Chinese school” (172). Of course it is almost impossible to imagine that there is only one girl, 
but that is the power of constructing mythology. The singular can manifest the universal. It is 
instructive to turn to Campbell once more to understand the use of this scene as a kind of 
Sisyphean battle against silence: 
The first work of the hero is to retreat from the world scene of secondary effects to those 
causal zones of the psyche where the difficulties really reside, and there to clarify the 
difficulties, eradicate them in his own case (ie give battle to the nursery demons of his 
local culture) and break through to the undistorted, direct experience and assimilation of 
what CG Jung has called the archetypal images. This is the process known to Hindu and 
Buddhist philosophy as viveka “discrimination.” …The hero, therefore, is the man or 
woman who has been able to battle past his personal and local historical limitations to the 
generally valid, normally human forms. (12-14) 
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The use of “generally valid and normally human” remains problematic, but it is clear that 
those words do the work of representing the expectations inherent in cultural assimilation. The 
little girl she physically attacks appears like a shadow of her worst fears about herself. The story 
of the little girl is clearly a place “where the real difficulties reside,” and by writing about her 
and the scene at length, Hong Kingston is doing some of the classic work of autobiography by 
going back to the scene of the crime to set the record straight. However, she is also giving battle 
to “nursery demons of the local culture,” particularly lashing out at one of her own for upholding 
the local culture. The little girl, through her silence, is honoring the parental or Chinese 
requirement that girls be quiet, demure ,and even secretive, but Hong Kingston sees her as a 
danger. She establishes the scene by comparing the ways they were raised differently: “When it 
sprinkled they were kept home from school. The girls do not work for a living like we did” 
(173), which can be read as an issue of class as well. Hong Kingston also links herself with the 
girl by mentioning they were both not athletic. Hong Kingston then goes on to use italics for the 
words their and they as she describes the way all the other Chinese children talked about the girl 
and the efforts they made to befriend her. The italics can be read as a way of separating her 
singular antagonisms with the girl from the general “communal way” she was rejected or 
accepted. Hong Kingston separates, into a tiny paragraph, the following singular confession: “I 
hated the younger sister, the quiet one. I hated her when she was the last one chosen for her team 
and I, the last for my team. I hated her for her China doll haircut. I hated her at music time for 
the wheezes that came out of her plastic flute” (173). From this there is no disputing that what 
she hates most is the girl’s weakness and conformity. Hence, by confronting her, Hong Kingston 
is confronting her own fears. The confession of the hatred, in itself, is a breaking ranks and a 
rebellion against the hidden transcript that forbids giving the “ghosts” any negative information  
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about the community. The violent scene is prefaced with the line in parentheses, “That year I 
was arrogant with talk, not knowing there were going to be high school dances and college 
seminars to set me back” (173). Again, Hong Kingston highlights the mythic nature of the 
conflict by establishing that she felt herself beyond the struggles with voice and language that 
with time she would revisit but at that time felt under her control. “Arrogant with talk” sounds 
like a warning her mother might give or a self-description influenced by how she was seeing 
herself through both cultures. She was openly defying the “hidden transcript” of the silence and 
the secrets, and the little girl was infuriating her by clinging to it. In her imagined heroic mind 
and words, she was trying to rescue the girl from silence and a future “life as a plant with no 
personality.” It is also possible to imagine that she was trying to gain control of what may have 
felt like her own slippery skillset. 
The scene is described in poetic detail, with children running through maze like spaces 
and descriptions like “daylight came in x-patterns through the caging at the windows.” In epic 
and heroic style, she describes herself in motion and defiantly entering forbidden spaces:  
I did a flip off the fire escape and ran across the schoolyard. The day was a great eye, and 
it was not paying attention to me now. I could disappear with the sun; I could turn 
quickly sideways and slip into a different world. I could run faster at this time, and by 
evening I would be able to fly. As the afternoon wore on we could go run into the 
forbidden places-the boy’s big yard, the boy’s playroom. We could go into the boy’s 
lavatory and look at the urinals. (175)  
Hong Kingston spends a great deal of time establishing the transgressive nature of that time of 
day and the freedom and confidence that came with it. This establishes a transgressive context, 
especially one of entering the forbidden territory normally reserved for boys. The scene with the 
little girl takes place in the girl’s bathroom where they are alone, but only after they have 
traversed all the boy spaces as a metaphor for the ultimate transgression she is about perform.  
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When she finally corners the little girl, Hong Kingston issues a command, “You’re going to 
talk.” She goes on to describe her own voice as “steady and normal, as it is when talking to the 
familiar, the weak and the small” (175). She continues, “I looked into her face so I could hate it 
close up.” This declaration is followed by a paragraph describing the little girl as weak and 
hoping that she (Hong Kingston) is not weak in the same ways and confessing the she hates 
“fragility.” For five pages, Hong Kingston elaborates on the humiliation the little girl endures at 
her hands, both physical and verbal, that progresses from taunting to outright physical violence 
and abuse. The scene ends with Hong Kingston crying in frustration and hearing the girl’s older 
sister approaching. In lieu of an apology, she simply explains that she was only trying to teach 
her to talk and proceeds to tell the sister that they should insist upon it. They all walk home 
together, but the length of the scene and the power of the details and description give way to a 
sense of deep exhaustion and fragility in Hong Kingston herself. The little girl never spoke, not 
even to save herself. That had not been Hong Kingston’s hoped-for outcome and is clearly 
experienced as a failure: “‘Your family really ought to force her to speak’ I advised all the way 
home” (181). One imagines that Hong Kingston endured the same kind of prodding form her 
mother who responded to her sister’s critique of her daughter’s not being demure by simply 
saying “they are so demure they barely speak.” This is the space of real tension as immigrant 
parents try to help their American-born children adapt and succeed in a world the parents cannot 
navigate fully as the adult in charge, but then barely recognize the children when they finally do. 
Hong Kingston’s violent confrontation with the girl ends in a dramatic exit from the 
public stage and the “public discourse.” Hong Kingston mysteriously writes, “The world is 
sometimes just, and I spent the next eighteen months sick in bed with a mysterious illness. There 
was no pain and no symptoms, though the middle line in my left palm broke in two” (182). She 
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calls that year in bed the best year in her life because nothing happened, and it is cloaked in 
hidden transcripts. We hear only that she fell in bed, stayed, and then emerged to find that the 
little girl she had tormented had not changed and in fact would not change, but would instead be 
protected for the rest of her life by her family. This retreat is symbolic of the ways cultures or 
communities close ranks against those trying to bring unwanted change. She was the outsider 
with the crazy “ghost” ideas. Hong Kingston had her own battle against silence and a desire to 
remain quiet that she was forced to overcome. Then her first decisive leap into talking, and 
becoming an advocate for talking, plunges her into in a deeper and sustained silence for eighteen 
months. There is no explanation of the illness, and it all ends with her mother and the family 
doctor simply declaring her ready to return to school (182). This reads like a fairytale as she falls 
into some kind of waking sleep induced at the onset of adolescence (she is in the sixth grade) and 
directly correlated with “being arrogant with talk” and confronting her own shadow in the 
episode with the little girl. When she emerges, the girl remains the same, but “Maxine” must 
learn “to talk again” (182). Sidonie Smith reads this scene as a kind of capitulation and relief. To 
Hong Kingston’s line that it was the best year and a half of her life because nothing happened, 
Smith assigns a tremendous relief of not having to prove to people she has “a personality and a 
brain.” Smith writes, “The powerful enticement of succumbing to the implications of her 
mother’s narratives and her culture’s maxim’s, the confusing attractiveness of not having to find 
a public voice, of not struggling with shame” (Smith 169). However, if read through the mythic 
lens Campbell offers, the experience can be read as the refusal of the return whereby the hero has 
learned the lesson, confronted the evil (silence), but refuses to return with the boon to the 
community (perhaps knowing more danger awaits) and instead escapes and longs to stay in some 
condition of separation from community at the threshold (167-178). More than succumbing to 
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the temptations of silence, it is quite likely that Hong Kingston’s adolescent body and confused 
sense of self enjoyed the powerful release of aggression and self-expression, even violence, 
against the little girl who represents the traditional qualities of a good Chinese woman. Rather 
than confront the rejection (which will come later as a response to her book) by her family and 
community of what she has discovered, namely that she enjoyed standing up for her voice and 
her faith that it was powerful, she falls into a mysterious “illness.” The illness may also be seen 
as a refusal to return. Later the narrator explains that she knows she is different and equates her 
difference with her messy appearance, “the mysterious illness…[,] and the adventurous people 
inside my head to whom I talked to…” (190). Essentially the birth of her life as a writer, the 
form of communication that would not depend on the stability of her voice out loud or the design 
of her tongue, is linked to her mysterious illness. In the mythic, when the hero refuses to return, 
he is often called back into duty by the outside world as the narrator is called back by her mother 
and the doctor. Though Hong Kingston does not make the link explicit, it is relevant to consider 
that many writers have a story about a long illness that makes them bedridden and dependent on 
books and stories for connection to the outside world. The scene is short, and it is a time she 
writes nothing else about. One has to assume it is one of the silences in her own story that she 
decides to keep. However, both the age and the inciting incident of the fight with the little girl 
point to the illness as a time of physical regeneration as the result of a permanent break with 
deeply held beliefs and traditions she knows she will never find her way back to upholding. 
In everything from the scenes of her family telling “ghost” stories in the laundromat they 
own, to revealing the way they called white people “ghosts,” Kingston is “arrogant with talk” as 
she defies the Chinese traditions of secrecy and closed community to speak herself into being in 
the outside world. In Scott’s assessment, this is a major breech of the infrapolitics of subjugated 
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groups striving to enforce, against great odds, certain forms of conduct and resistance in relations 
with the dominant (Scott 191). Her year in bed is shrouded in silence. What family allows a child 
to stay home in bed without pain or symptoms? What did she hear or see enshrined in her home 
culture for an entire year? Here, we get nothing. No Chinatown tour, no stories, and no 
explanations. It is clear that for all the hidden transcripts Hong Kingston does expose, some 
remain deeply hidden and protected, possibly even from the writer herself. Every autobiography 
is limited in scope and truth by the very historical “I” writing it, as well as the limits of the 
memories and understanding that come with the author. At one point the author writes, “I 
thought talking and not talking made the difference between sanity and insanity. Insane people 
were the ones who couldn’t explain themselves” (166). In that statement she reveals a powerful 
impetus for her rage against that quiet girl in Chinese school. It is an even more telling origin 
story for her own bouts of fighting against the silence and secrets of her home culture through 
writing. The communal “I” represented deployed in her use of Chinese mythology allows Hong 
Kingston to mediate the pressure to represent her community with her need to individuate and 
speak her truth. 
Later in the book, in a circular return to illness and home, Hong Kingston continues to 
distance herself from stereotypes about Asian cultures, including reverence for their elders. She 
writes a scene of being sick in bed as a grown woman with her mother watching over her. The 
scene wraps into her mother doing the usual mother litany of guilt-inducing complaints about 
wishing everyone could be closer, the house fuller, and finally how Hong Kingston should come 
home more often. She describes her mother watching over her as she slept and her pretending to 
sleep so as to watch her mother watching her then hoping she would go away. She writes, “When 
I’m away from here…I don’t get sick. My chest doesn’t hurt when I breathe. I can 
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breathe. And I don’t get headaches at three o’clock…[.] I’ve found some places in the country 
that are ghost free. And I think I belong there, where I don’t catch colds or use my 
hospitalization insurance. Here, I’m sick so often, I can barely work. I can’t help it mama” (108). 
The mother goes on to say that of course she must go and clearly the weather in California must 
not agree with her, but she makes no mention of the ghosts and neither does Kingston. This is 
not the use of the term ghosts to refer to white people but the ghosts of a childhood haunted by 
cultural navigation and silenced women. She feels only relief when her mother, using an old 
term of endearment, “little dog,” gives her permission to leave and not return often. Hong 
Kingston once again reveals that which is most often hidden, especially in traditional cultures 
that are in transition. Smith explains, “…it exemplifies the potential for works from the 
marginalized to challenge the ideology of individualism and with it the ideology of gender. 
Recognizing the inextricable relationship between an individual’s sense of “self” and the 
community’s stories of selfhood, Kingston self-consciously reads herself into existence through 
the stories her culture tells about women” (Smith 151). Challenging individualism must also 
make room for its attraction. It is in fact not automatic to challenge gender by challenging 
individualism, and it is often some sense of, or longing for, individualism that allows for 
separation from deeply entrenched ideologies of gender. The veneration of elders is both 
tradition and conflict in Hong Kingston’s work and even her parents had abandoned her 
grandmother in China, who pleaded with them to return to China, and which Hong Kingston 
resolves by writing, “...now they knew how she felt” (108). In telling her story and her truth 
about her own particular family, Hong Kingston defies the pressure to save face and to circle the 
wagons around the group at the expense of her individual story. 
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From the sub-title, A Memoir of a Girlhood Among Ghosts, to the lines she writes to 
explain her long absences to her mother by saying she had found places in the country with “no 
ghosts,” Hong Kingston refuses to back away from the way in which ghosts, real or imagined, 
exerted immense pressure on her childhood. She also links the Ghosts specifically to being 
Chinese: “To make my waking life American-normal, I turn on the lights before anything 
untoward makes an appearance. I push the deformed into my dreams, which are in Chinese, the 
language of impossible stories. Before we can leave our parents, they stuff our heads like the 
suitcases which they jam pack with homemade underwear” (82). Immediately following this 
cryptic description of an internal life stuffed with “homemade underwear,” she launches into a 
story about the tradition her family had of telling ghost stories in the laundry mat. However, the 
most compelling story, and what could be considered the inciting incident for the book itself, is 
the story of the no-name woman, the aunt who had to be erased from memory for having gotten 
pregnant out of wedlock and bringing shame to her family. 
Much of the critical work done on The Woman Warrior focuses on this element of the 
work, and it does not require further expansion. However, in the context of moving toward the 
mythological it is vital to establish that Hong Kingston defies the immediate elders of her father 
and her mother by refusing to forget or never mention the aunt, but instead immortalizing her 
story. However, she is also returning to a tradition of “feeding the ghosts” of elders who have 
been abandoned, and in that way, she is symbolically reconnecting a lost female elder, a women 
rejected by home and family, for perceived sexual misconduct as she imagines she might be for 
telling these stories at all. In a strong communal “I” deployment as Hong Kingston laments, “If I 
want to learn what clothes my aunt wore, whether flashy or ordinary, I would have to begin, 
‘remember Father’s drowned-in-the-well sister?’ I cannot ask that. My mother has told me once 
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and for all the useful parts. She will add nothing unless powered by necessity, riverbank that 
guides her life” (13). The mother’s story of the no name woman runs the length of two pages, 
and Kingston’s imagined story runs ten. “The villagers punished her for acting as if she could 
have a private life, secret and apart from them” (19). It is quite possible that Hong Kingston saw 
in her own future her village rejecting her for acting as if she could have “her own story” and her 
own myths. By offering to her aunt rescue from oblivion, she is establishing a new link to the 
female ancestors that were rejected and seeking the protection of an elder who might understand 
her plight and the plight of so many American-born children growing up between worlds and 
cultures. 
Maxine Hong Kingston sought and managed to create a communal “I” that never rests in 
easy platitudes about loyalty, reverence for the elders, or even solace in community. Everything 
she does with the work challenges comfort and tradition and yet does not wholeheartedly 
embrace individualism either. In The Warrior Woman, Hong Kingston reveals a long tradition of 
Chinese women on journey to be master of two worlds, which is described as “Freedom to pass 
back and forth across the world division, from the perspective of the apparitions of time to that of 
the casual deep and back—not contaminating the principles of the one with those of the other” 
(Campbell 198). In the way of the mythic hero, Hong Kingston travels in time between tradition 
and modernity, ancient myth and modern mythmaking, ghosts of the long dead and forgotten and 
the living “ghosts” of a world constructed by immigrants living in danger. The girlhood among 
ghosts allows her to encounter and dispel ghosts through her writing. It is the writing that makes 
her a master of both worlds, allowed to float freely between without regard for time or order. She 
is haunted because she writes and she writes because she is haunted: “My aunt haunts me—her 
ghost drawn to me because now, after fifty years of neglect, I alone devote pages of 
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paper to her” (22). Yet she is also liberated by story as she explains how she rediscovered as an 
adult the female warrior stories that had once belonged to her in the talk story her mother shared 
with her as a child: “I had forgotten this chant that was once mine, given me by my mother, who 
may not have known its power to remind. She said I would grow up a wife and a slave, but she 
taught me the song of the warrior, Fa Mu Lan. I would have to grow up a warrior woman” (20). 
In opening the controversial and beautiful section “White Tigers” with this recognition of 
the difference between what her mother said to her in daily life (the personal and 
autobiographical) and the stories she told her with the “power to remind” (the mythic and the 
communal), Hong Kingston brings to the forefront her use of mythology as something that 
speaks beyond the ordinary. It also speaks directly through the ordinary act of a mother telling 
her daughter stories that remind and tell of lost legacies even when the details of daily life may 
speak otherwise. This echoes Audre Lorde’s injunction not to “be misled by details simply 
because you live them.” The most powerful metaphor is her insertion of herself as the 
protagonist Fa Mu Lan. Without warning or indication, the very next paragraph launches into the 
myth and begins with a call from a bird and then the first person, “I would be a little girl of seven 
the day I followed the bird away into the mountains. The brambles would tear off my shoes and 
the rocks cut my feet and fingers, but I would keep climbing ever upward” (20). It is in her direct 
insertion of herself, a Chinese-American girl with no direct contact with China, into the 
mythological story as the protagonist warrior that does the work of fully encompassing and 
articulating her mastery of both worlds and her communal “I.” She is writing the story in English 
her mother taught to her in a local dialect of Chinese, a story she had forgotten and rediscovered 
as a grown woman presumably influenced by the ongoing second wave feminist project of 
recovering the history of women as fighters and warriors. The discovery is that her mother had  
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been telling her (carrying and passing on) female warrior stories all along, including that of the 
“no name woman,” but it is only the American-born daughter that can actually move between 
the worlds where the stories can be told, transformed, and seized from the elite men in China 
who see themselves as the holders of culture and truth. The story retold includes a relationship 
with two old people that train Fa Mu Lan that could stand for Hong Kingston’s parents or even 
the Chinese grandparents she never knew, but they train her to be strong and fierce, not demure 
as her aunt Moon Orchid would have wanted. There is a retrieval of an ancient lineage of strong 
women trained to be strong and capable as she was training herself as a young child in her 
confrontation with the little girl whose silence infuriated her. Hong Kingston writes as Fa Mu 
Lan, “I learned to make my mind large, as the universe is large, so that there is room for 
paradoxes” (29). 
This is the mastery of form at the heart of The Woman Warrior. The structural shifts 
allow for the mythological hero’s journey to serve as a model for the heroine’s journey with the 
feminist underpinnings that caused so much conflict and critique of her apparent rebellion 
against the rules of the hidden transcript. Hong Kingston challenged autobiography, refusing at 
times to even call her book autobiography, instead creating a mythology of coming to voice by 
structurally inserting herself into the mythology of a long-held story about female strength. 
Although her mother was not always able to live its lessons, she had held the story long enough 
to give to her daughter. This “room for paradoxes” is the boon Hong Kingston brings back from 
her journey to voice for her community. The Woman Warrior ends with yet another myth that 
models her own journey (Smith, A Poetics of Women’s 172). The story of Ts’ai Yen is one of 
being far from home, held captive by barbarians, and unable to teach her children Chinese: 
“During her twelve year stay with the barbarians she had two children. Her children did not 
speak Chinese…but they imitated her with senseless singsong words and laughed (208). It is 
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instructive, as Smith indicates, to consider Ts’ai Yen as a stand in for Hong Kingston’s mother in 
exile surrounded by language, music, and culture that was not her own (172): “the music 
disturbed Ts’ai Yen; it’s sharpness and its cold made her ache” (208). 
Then out of Ts’ai Yen’s tent…the barbarians heard a woman’s voice as if singing to her 
babies, a song so high and clear, it matched the flutes. Ts’ai Yen sang about China and 
her family there. Her words seemed to be Chinese, but the barbarians understood their 
sadness and anger. Her children did not laugh but eventually sang along. She brought her 
songs back from the savage lands…it translated well. (209) 
Smith concludes, “Yet the tale is simultaneously that of Kingston herself, whose sense of 
isolation is doubly complicated since, as a product of two cultures, she remains outside the circle 
of both” (172). The journey documented in The Woman Warrior may have been inspired by this 
isolation, but it does not end there. In fact the very last line, “it translated well,” speaks to an 
assertion of power that in fact the Chinese stories/songs her mother carried have been translated 
well, not lost. In addition, the communal “I” that Hong Kingston creates through mythology 
allows her to travel between the circles, and though she may not fully belong to either one, she is 
clearly a master of both worlds in translation. Her retrieval of the feminine from a culture that 
had long ceased to value it in the mundane operations of everyday life, but had a legacy of it in 
their mythology, indicates that this work is only possible for those who can travel between two 
worlds never fully enmeshed in either one. 
1 The Ideological “I” according to Smith and Watson. 
2  Gloria Anzaldua’s work on borderlands is critical for understanding this and for the resonance and 
lasting power her own work has had for understanding marginalized communities and the stories they 
produce. 
3 See Campbell chapter “Master of Two Worlds.” 
4 Lowe’s work on the Chinese exclusionary Acts. 
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5 Sheryl Sandberg, Lean In (2013). 
6 The Same River Twice, Honoring the Difficult by Alice Walker was published in 1996, and it explores in 
a very experimental self-anthologizing form the pain Alice Walker experienced in relation to the response 
that many in the black community had to The Color Purple. 
7 Scott writes, “If subordinate discourse in the presence of the dominant is a public transcript, I shall use 
the term hidden transcript to characterize discourse that takes place “off stage,” beyond direct observation 
by powerholders” (4). 
8 The Guardian interview Dec 3 2003 
9 Campbell’s term for the returning hero in The Hero With a Thousand Faces.
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Chapter 3 
Gloria Anzaldúa’s Use of Structure as Theory in Borderlands 
Gloria Anzaldúa made her initial impact on feminism and academia as the co-editor of 
the feminist women of color anthology, This Bridge Called My Back (1981) in which her essay 
“Speaking in Tongues: A Letter to Third World Women Writers” called upon women to write 
their stories and tell their truths through their own autobiographical exhortations to themselves. 
She was experimenting with what she would come to call “autohistoria.” This became her 
signature style of autobiographical writing, using herself as a conduit for teaching and learning 
history (of the self and the world) grounded in a body as opposed to an abstract notion of 
consciousness or an education (Anzaldúa 1981). She was not, however, in the range of being a 
bestseller or mainstream popularity when she published her book Borderlands/La Frontera: The 
New Mestiza. Despite the eventual long term reach and impact of that first anthology and her 
own Borderlands, both books were published by small feminist presses, and their original 
impact was expected to be limited.1 That she has become a staple of the diversity canon and 
college textbooks would likely surprise her, as would the ways this often obfuscates some of the 
most radical underpinnings of her writing. 
Anzaldúa resists a romantic affiliation with her home culture on the Texas/Mexico 
border though she often falls into language and imagery that belies seduction in the 
representation of her affiliation with the longer memory of Aztec and Indian descent. She also 
rejects wholesale assimilation to the white European/United States culture of her education. In 
Borderlands, she demands a third option; through her use of language and structure, Anzaldúa 
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forges a new path that she names mestizaje, and offers as both content and theory on the 
possibilities of her demands to have access to, and a reckoning with, all the graveyards: 
What I want is an accounting with all three cultures—white, Mexican, Indian. I want the 
freedom to carve and chisel my own face, to staunch the bleeding with ashes, to fashion 
my own gods out of my entrails. And if going home is denied me then I will have to stand 
and claim my space, making a new culture—una cultura mestiza—with my own lumber, 
my own bricks and mortar and my own feminist architecture. (Borderlands, 21) 
It is Anzaldúa’s identification with feminism that demands that she seek another option because 
as a woman she is already not allowed to claim the intellectual history of either patriarchal 
culture as her own. Feminism allows/requires her to consider the need for and the possibility of 
a third option, something not yet known but underway throughout second-wave feminist 
movements. Anzaldúa forms part of the artistic, intellectual, and political project toward a 
multiplicity of voices, an honoring of the subjective, and a centering of the personal as political. 
Borderlands is buttressed by feminism, and the collective intentions at its core to point out that, 
in fact, all is not well with the assimilating culture (patriarchy) or its notions of a public voice 
(masculine and European). 
Anzaldúa made aesthetic choices that reflect her own alliances with and divergence 
from communities to which she was attached within Werner Sollors’s “descent or consent” 
paradigm (Sollors 15). Borderlands, as a work of art and not a political act,2 uses a variety of 
elements that offer insight into her choices as a writer for representing her own “borderlands.” 
Richard Rodriguez, the other most prominently featured Mexican-American author of the 
diversity canon, makes a clear choice to cross the border understanding he could never return: 
“You cross a border and once across you must adapt and you will lose, but what you gain 
makes it worth it. I write this autobiography as the history of my schooling. To admit the 
change of my life I must speak of years as a student, of losses, of gains” (Rodriguez 7). In this 
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way, he signals his clear affiliation with the education story of the bildungsroman and with the 
linear, standard English format of the autobiographies he seeks to emulate. Rodriguez positions 
his assimilation as individuality and distance from the more vocal Latino/a campus identities 
seeking affiliation with home cultures in which he never found himself. However, his work has 
ultimately been used as simply another representation of that group (Rodriguez 160-162). 
Anzaldúa, on the other hand, uses language to expand the metaphor of border crossing as 
a psycho/spiritual and intellectual construct in Latino/a literature and identity, and it is through 
her own exploration of her life in these psychic borderlands that readers are trained to understand 
a life lived on the borders, as opposed to on either side of one. 
The borderlands create new people, new mixtures, new consciousness. She (the new 
mestiza) must insist on border land awareness since she is not acceptable as Brown, 
Woman, and Lesbian. The Borderlands are a space to claim wisdom, lineage, self-worth. 
My Chicana identity is grounded in the Indian woman’s history of resistance... To 
separate from my culture (as from my family) I had to feel competent enough on the 
outside and secure enough inside to live life on my own. Yet in leaving home I did not 
lose touch with my origins because lo Mexicano is in my system. I am a turtle, wherever 
I go I carry “home” on my back. (Borderlands 21) 
In her model, she carries “home on her back” and never turns away from a Mexican identity that 
is inherently tied to the border-town experience of her childhood. The turtle also has no choice 
but to carry home on its back; this metaphor runs deep as it points to the ways in which coming 
from marginalized communities may in fact bind you to home in ways you never choose. 
Rodriguez tries to choose otherwise, but it never works. He is not read for his ideas on 
Catholicism or sexuality, which he writes about in later works. He is sought after for his ideas on 
race, culture, and assimilation. He too carries home on his back even when he tries to leave it 
behind. 
How, then, do Anzaldúa’s choices, about representing and conceiving of these 
figurative borders shaped by the landscape of the literal one, create a work of such lasting 
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impact for so many who have no such border town experience? Like Hong Kingston, Anzaldúa 
reclaims a strong female lineage through the use of mythology to expand the history from a story 
about countries with shifting borders to a story about people with long ancestral lines. For both 
of these authors, the act of telling a singular story is deeply embedded in recovering the longer 
and suppressed history of women in their cultures of origin. Anzaldúa, however, goes further 
than Hong Kingston. She goes beyond using the stories or the interrupted narrative to link her 
feminism and her strong female lineage to Mexican Warrior Goddesses. She reaches into the 
mythology to construct a philosophical and structural foundation for the existential condition of 
nepantalismo or “in betweenness” as a space both sacred and understood by her ancestors in a 
way that she believes can and should speak to Latina/os in current American society. Her 
“autohistoria” is not a traditional story of her life in the border town between Texas and Mexico 
where she grew up, but a theorizing of the borderlands among her multiple ethnic, racial, and 
cultural identities, the borderlands between academia and radical feminism, and finally, the 
borderlands between her sexual, spiritual, creative, and scholarly lives. Anzaldúa makes a point 
of revealing all that she had to unlearn in order to allow her education to serve her. She chastises 
herself and her writing: “I have not yet unlearned the esoteric bullshit and pseudo 
intellectualizing that school brainwashed into my thinking” (165). Questioning the language her 
education provided makes experimentation with structure and language integral to every level of 
her writing. Through her experimentation in Borderland,s she builds a structure that uses the 
story of borders (encountered, negotiated, torn down, and re-built) to enact autobiography as a 
border-crossing genre capable of engendering theory. 
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Structure as Resistance and Theory 
In Borderlands, Anzaldúa is resisting easy narrative, cohesion, and classic rhetorical 
models of persuasion. She completely avoids the “we are good, just look at me, I am a good 
example” paradigm that Jesús Colón was engaging when using autobiography as communal self- 
defense in 1961, and that Rodriguez appears to embrace as a way to set himself apart: I am good, 
therefore look only at me and not where I come from. Anzaldúa does not offer a tour of the life 
of an average Chicana in Southwest Texas in a border town, and she entirely resists the trope 
Rodriguez elevates of being born into hardship then being saved by becoming educated. 
Instead, she offers a map of emerging consciousness in a concrete sexualized, imperfect, socially 
constructed body in which the feminist model of critique of the patriarchy and reclamation of the 
buried lives of women is central to revealing/creating something new. Anzaldúa creates models 
and experiments with form for fused, integrated language, consciousness, and self-definition 
both through a communal “I” (using female Aztec mythology, academic languages and 
structures, Spanish, geography) and separation from community for a singular “I” through a 
critique of all of her cultures, even as race/culture is used to critique white feminism. She is also 
always self-aware about the uses and abuses of language as directly linked to the abuse of people 
and groups as a whole. 
Anzaldúa explains, “The Schools we attended or didn’t attend did not give us the skills 
for writing nor the confidence that we were correct in using our class and ethnic languages. I, for 
one, became adept at, and majored in English to spite, to show up, the arrogant racists teachers 
who thought all Chicano children were dumb and dirty” (166). The timeless autobiographical 
question of “where am I from” in this context becomes “what does it mean to be where I am 
from?” In addition, the most complex set of questions for Anzaldúa revolve around language. 
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Namely, she asks us to consider how language affects her sense of who she is, hence, what kind 
of story she can tell about herself, and pushes past to one of the central issues faced by writers 
from marginalized communities: How can I write it (what are the tools available to me within 
the limitations of the written word or “the master’s tools”) so that I can express the complexity 
of my identity and get a reader inside of it as opposed to giving a reader a “tour” of my world in 
“the master’s” language? 
Anzaldua’s multilingual approach, which includes Tejano Spanglish, academic English, 
standard Spanish (which she interestingly calls Castilian making a reference to Spain and not 
Mexico) and Nahuatl (the language of the Aztecs as reconstructed and captured by scholars) 
creates gaps and silences where some will understand and others will not. This approach is not 
unlike the way widespread use of untranslated Latin, French, and German in literature was once 
used to imply that the intended audience of readers of English Literature should form part of the 
educated elite that would recognize these languages. Anzaldúa’s choice of a multilingual format 
also sets out to “create” an audience that might not yet exist, but that in her mind should, and 
could then value the long devalued languages of her many cultures. In this way, cultural framing 
is expanded by refusing to exclude the difficult, the colonized, and the long suppressed, 
including the indigenous mythology and languages of pre-colonized Mexico. A talk given by 
Anzaldúa at Pomona College in 1991 was published in The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader in 2009 five 
years after her death. The talk was focused on the process of writing Borderlands, and it offers 
insights on how she had hoped the book would function and the many ways it has surprised her, 
specifically in its wide acceptance and appeal. According to her account, the book was born of 
homesickness while she was teaching in Vermont. She explains: 
…I intended Borderlands not only to spread, but also to produce knowledge…and I 
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wanted to do it my way, using my approach, my language. I didn’t want to do what 
Audre Lorde describes as using the master’s tools; I did not want to ape the master. I 
wanted to write in a mestiza style, in my own vernacular, yet also use the knowledges and 
histories of white cultures, of other ethnic cultures. (189) 
This is a startling confession not only because it reveals such a distinct paradox, which she goes 
on to call “wanting to have my cake and eat it too,” but because in the entire speech she uses 
standard and academic English with only the tiniest hint of Spanish toward the end. It brings to 
the forefront the issue, once again, of the master’s tools and the choices of when and how to 
wield them once you have been trained extensively in their use. In addition, it brings up the issue 
of standardized language as an engaged activity as opposed to a static set of rules that can be 
taught and used to force people to relinquish their “own languages.” By deploying such 
markedly unique multilingual modes in her writing and the familiar and expected academic 
language in certain speeches and interviews, she illustrates the choosing involved in the public 
“utterance” by which she will be known and seen. Although the “master’s tools” remains a 
powerful metaphor even today, at the time she was writing Lorde’s phrase acted as a much-
needed naming of the struggles faced by feminists. This was especially true for feminists of color 
entering academia while trying to maintain lives as revolutionary community activists. However, 
each writer clearly comes up against the limits of the phrase almost immediately. 
When Anzaldúa writes, “I did not want to ape the master,” she begs the question: Does 
language have a master? In her attempt to side step the master’s language, was Anzaldúa more 
or less authentic to herself, a self-confessed bibliophile who had read Jane Eyre thirteen times 
starting from the age of nine?3 What did her insistent inclusion of Spanish in the written text 
mean to explicate? It is clear from this talk and from other interviews that Spanish is much less 
present in her public speech than in her writing. What then is the role of Spanish in her texts? 
How is it authentic and to what community would it seem so? The whole metaphor of the  
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master’s tools is central to my questions about the communal “I” and autobiographies from the 
margins because the truth remains that a hammer is a different tool in the hands of a working 
carpenter than it is in the hands of a killer. It can be the same hammer, and even belong to the 
same person, but it ceases to be the same tool depending on who is wielding it and with what 
intent and training.4 How then do the issues of language possession and use reveal or obfuscate 
the many layers of tensions around Scott’s argument of the “public transcript?” Neither her 
speech at Pomona College or the “hidden transcript” of how she might speak or sound with other 
Chicana feminists are what is enacted in the text of Borderlands. The reality is that none of those 
transcripts can be excluded or relied upon exclusively in her writing. Anzaldúa creates a 
structure that seeks to interpret/represent the uses of language in her many communities, 
including her claimed ancestral community of indigenous people and the use of the ancient 
language of Nahuatl. The power and purpose of so many languages coexisting in Anzaldúa’s 
Borderlands is the use of a multilingual and a non-linear structure of “autohistoria” as an 
aesthetic choice for representing her communal “I.” 
In the first chapter of The Dialect of Modernism, Michael North examines the origins of 
the quest for “language purity” in American English. He offers a compelling case for the absence 
of any real standard other than the agreed upon language, at any given time, by a controlling 
class to keep perceived subordinate classes and races from infiltrating the culture and the rungs 
of power and influence. In his argument for the inextricable bonds between Modernism and the 
African American dialect, North established the very linguistic precedent against which 
Anzaldúa is operating. North precisely pinpoints the shift in focus on language purity when he 
explains: 
Urbanization and mass emigration brought together all sorts of languages, dialects, and 
idiolects previously separated by space and social difference. The flood of linguistic 
criticism after 1880 was part of an attempt to sort out these competing languages and 
118
arrange them in order of prestige. At the same time, this concentration on linguistic 
propriety concealed concern for another kind of purity. (Dialects 15) 
North clearly establishes the futility of the endeavor, but he also notes the ferocity and verbal 
hyperbole with which it was pursued when he explains, “…Shorey and James were so concerned 
they were willing to destroy the language to save it” (18). North offers an interesting point of 
departure for thinking about Anzaldúa and the full frontal attack Borderlands carries out on 
language purity, standard linear and chronological storytelling, and the concept of an American 
autobiographical “I.” Especially illuminating is North’s prescient argument: 
Defense of the language became an indirect and intellectually respectable way of 
defending the borders, those outlying borders crossed by foreigners and those closer, less 
tangible, but even more sensitive borders crossed by a growing urban working class. At 
the same time, the linguistic thought police struggled against one of the ironies of empire: 
extending the borders meant including millions of new speakers who might in time exert 
more influence over English than it could exert over them. (15) 
North is explaining the context of the end of slavery and the Great Migration as a changed social 
condition for African Americans, as well as the massive influx of European immigrant groups, 
each of which added their own flavor to the language with no real master, though many were 
vying for the title and position. It is impossible not to hear the echoes of the English-only 
movement to come in the near future in response to the enormous and historical presence of 
Spanish in the United States. Anzaldúa is not the first writer to include Spanish; the Nuyoricans 
did it in poetry in the seventies, and Luis Valdez and other Chicano writers had also 
experimented with including the spoken slang and Spanglish as part of the mode of “authentic” 
storytelling. All of which can be traced back to modernism and the use of dialects to portray 
struggles of authenticity and identity, as well as pushing at the authority of any one 
“standardized” notion of language. Anzaldúa is, however, the first poet, activist, theorist who 
uses Spanish and Nahuatl to expand the limitations of theorizing in English. Anzaldúa does not 
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simply use the languages to give a sense of authenticity and community, but instead uses the 
multilingual approach to name what can’t be named in English and to conceive of and portray 
the experience of being multilingual as an asset, spiritually, psychologically, and intellectually. 
She uses Spanish to expand meaning and context as the use of the classic European languages 
was once intended to confer an air of sophistication and worldliness. The use of Spanish in the 
United States is never like French, or any other language for that matter, precisely because the 
use of the language is contested as way to contest the citizenship and status of the people who 
speak it. Spanish in the United States is not associated with Spain or Cervantes or even Garcia 
Marquez and Latin America. In the U.S., Spanish is associated with the poor, the brown, and the 
Mexican. In short, it is emblematic of exclusion. It is also consistently linked with an 
unwillingness to assimilate. Hence, Anzaldúa’s use of it as an intellectual language, a “public 
language” to use Rodriguez’s term, side by side with the low prestige languages of her childhood 
and ancestry is vital to her project of representing a communal “I” structurally. She comes from 
a community in which many languages are spoken and where many have been lost; her structural 
reclamation of all of them insists on theorizing that communal “I” experience into existence. 
Language is used differently in different sections of the Borderlands. It is also 
interdependent with structure. The whole notion of meztizaje is deployed as a tool for thinking 
and writing, and not just as the subject of her thinking and writing. The book is divided into two 
main parts and subdivided into sections within each part. Nothing resembling cohesive chapters 
is used. Instead titles are used to create sections that coalesce ideas that are also allowed to 
remain separate. The structure mimics the concept of mestizaje as ideas are allowed to exist side 
by side without necessarily having to shed an identity (genre, linguistic, or ideological). 
Anzaldúa explains, “Living on borders and in margins, keeping intact one’s shifting and multiple 
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identity and integrity, is like trying to swim in a new “alien” element” (Borderlands, Preface). 
This could be said of the book itself. Entering this text is a kind of swimming in an “alien” 
element. It is easy to imagine that Anzaldúa used the quotation marks around “alien” to make 
explicit the link between illegal aliens as a term of exclusion for Mexican Americans and 
Mexican immigrants, but it is hardly necessary. The swimming she defines as a way of life for 
those who reside in borderlands is re-created in the text as an experience for the reader: the 
invitation she offers in the introduction for others to “meet us half way” is her explanation for the 
multilingual structural approach, but it is also a literal experience that she creates as a way to 
theorize “in between ness” or nepantala. Her use of several languages, and a non-linear 
structure, makes it almost impossible for anyone other than the author to fully comprehend 
meaning with precision, but it does force the reader to experience that sense of being in between 
understanding and confusion, mirroring the “in between” state of Chicana/os in the U.S. between 
exclusion and belonging. 
The simplest, but also reductionist, way to look at the structure is to claim the first section 
is prose and the second is poetry. On first sight it would appear to be so, but on closer 
examination the lines blur. Part I is entitled “Atravesando Fronteras/Crossing Borders,” and 
Anzaldúa uses seven section headings that are then each subdivided into “portions.” There are 
subdivisions within each, which can be prose, poems, prose and poetry together, polemic, and 
history. This first part of the book also uses traditional footnotes and an academic notes section 
at the end, which includes some translations, references, inclusion of Caribbean Latino/as, and a 
mix of popular culture, academic materials, spiritual work, and political thought. This structure is 
also “language” in that it establishes fluency in a variety of settings and genres, and through her 
demand that each be allowed to merge with the others. Mestizaje, the philosophical idea she  
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offers as a new path for encountering/living cultures, languages, and identities, is 
challenging, and she means it to be so for the reader as well. 
Entering into Anzladúa’s borderlands, the unprepared reader can lose herself in what 
Yvonne Yarboro-Bejarano eloquently labels the “serpentine movement” of the text. In 
my experience teaching this demanding and rich text...I have found it useful to enter the 
text at its center, Ch 7...this final chapter in the prose section of the book deploys a 
mestiza methodology required to decipher the rest of this fronterista (border feminist) 
text. (Saldivar-Hull 60) 
Although many of us decipher ways of making difficult texts more accessible to students, this 
practice also denies students the experience of discovering the text for themselves. If the reader 
is to experience the swimming in the “alien element,” it seems crucial to encounter its 
originality, its discomfort, and in particular, its difficulties and nuances. Longtime Anzaldúa 
editor, anthologizer, and literary legacy builder, AnaLouise Keating, wrote of the difficulties in 
the way Anzaldúa is often read and taught as being specifically related to the time period from 
which the work being read was produced: “…Anzaldúa’s writings from the early period and late 
periods are broadly inclusive, at times positing a global citizenship of sorts, while some of her 
work from the middle period is less inclusionary, more focused on rigid identity labels and 
categories, and (therefore) more restrictive” (Keating 10). Interestingly, Borderlands, still 
Anzaldúa’s most widely-read work, is from this middle period to which Keating is referring. In 
only mildly coded language, the implication here is that Anzaldúa’s work that was most focused 
on Latinidad and Latino/a identity was also experienced as more “rigid and restrictive.” 
A turn to the actual structural and aesthetic choices in Borderlands offers opportunities to 
examine up close the “serpentine structure” of the work as representative of the autobiographical 
“self” producing the work. The evocative use of serpentine imagery and mythology that 
Anzaldúa uses explicitly in her work is not only symbolic of the non-linear, but also of the 
repeated sloughing off of superficial surfaces once they have served their purpose. If we take this 
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understanding of the “serpentine” and apply it “reading” the structure, it becomes evident that 
Anzaldúa is continuously winding and circling through ideas only to shed them as she moves 
further along. Reading her work is a continuous journey and she does not mean to enact the 
classic notion of a fixed destination. Again, this is a reminder that her work seeks to “recreate” 
on the page the experience of border crossing as a continuous way of life, not as a crossing over 
from one way/place to the other with any kind of finality. 
The order of the seven “chapters” in Borderlands builds to a progression of 
consciousness/awareness and self-knowledge that can best be understood as a labyrinth as 
opposed to ascending a spiral or getting lost in a maze. As in a labyrinth, the entrance is also the 
exit in that readers could read the book in any order they like and rarely understand where, in 
relation to either the center or the exit/entrance, we are; we are simply invited to trust and follow 
the path. The structure takes the reader on a journey that is radically different from classic 
autobiographies, and it serves as an intervention in the unchecked notion of “achievement” as the 
core concern of autobiographical material. Achievement can be understood as either overcoming 
obstacles (as in families, racism, sexism, poverty, addiction) or literal achievement of goals (as in 
education, assimilation, career, artistic production etc.) The readers of Borderlands are invited to 
experience their own discomfort as a way to understand the communal suffering documented in 
the work, and they are also invited to identify with the condition of “in between ness” that is the 
core of the books theoretical reframing of the Chicana/o experience. At no point are readers 
asked to observe the story of a life so much as they are asked to wrestle with its structural 
realities. Since Lejeune’s definition of the autobiographical pact makes it a deal between reader 
and writer that the intention of truth telling and some verifiable facts define the autobiography, it 
is worthwhile to consider Anzaldúa’s own words in the very short preface about her intentions. 
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Anzaldúa uses the preface to establish that the borderlands of which she is writing are not 
only physical and specific, but also: “The psychological borderlands, the sexual borderlands and 
the spiritual borderlands [that] are not particular to the Southwest” (Borderlands, Preface). Her 
move away from the “particular” reality of her Southwest experience is the start of her structural 
journey away from home so as to write about it. From the onset Anzaldúa is situating her work 
on the borderlands between the communal “I” of the Texas/US border town in the Southwest and 
the singular “I” she is seeking to express that resides in the psychological, sexual ,and spiritual 
borderlands. She notes that her quest requires a willingness to traverse and negotiate all of them 
and then goes on to make the pact Lejeune establishes as necessary for autobiography to stand as 
its own independent literary form worthy of aesthetic considerations: 
This book, then, speaks of my existence. My preoccupation with the inner life of the Self, 
and with the struggle of that Self amidst adversity and violation; with the confluence of 
primordial images; with the unique positionings consciousness takes at these confluent 
streams; and with my almost instinctive urge to communicate, to speak, to write about 
life on the borders, life in the shadows. (Preface) 
At first, Anzaldúa intimates that the book is about her existence, therefore autobiographical, and 
yet immediately opens out to the more theoretical terrain of consciousness and primordial 
images. This offers an immediate clue that we will not be entering a linear story or simply 
crossing from one side of the border to the other. Most important, Anzaldúa does not claim this 
is the story of her life on the border of the U.S. and Mexico, but her life amongst the borders, 
both the external and internal. At this point in the preface she deepens the personal as she 
writes, “Books saved my sanity, knowledge opened the locked places in me and taught me first 
how to survive and then how to soar.”5 This is a sentence straight out of every American 
autobiography of education and redemption, and yet she follows it with a sentence that relies on 
the use of a full phrase in Spanish, “La madre naturaleza succored me, allowed me to grow  
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roots that anchored me to the earth.” Prior to this sentence in the preface, she has only used two 
words in Spanish that where self-evident like tejas for Texas in “tejas-Mexican border” and 
mestiza, which she uses to reference herself. The switch to the Spanish for her sentence 
explaining the role of “mother nature” in her development signals her own transition to an 
explanation of how language is used in the book and why. In the closing to the preface, she 
explains the following: 
The switching of “codes” in this book from English to Castillian Spanish to the North 
Mexican dialect to Tex-Mex to a sprinkling of Nahuatl to a mixture of all of these reflects 
my language, new language,-the language of the Borderlands. There are the juncture of 
cultures, languages cross-pollinate and are revitalized; they die and are born. Presently 
this infant language, this bastard language, Chicano Spanish, is not approved by any 
society. But we Chicanos, no longer feel that we need to beg entrance, that we need 
always to make the first overture- to translate to Anglos, Mexicans and Latinos, apology 
blurting out of our mouths with every step. Today we ask to be met halfway. This book is 
our invitation to you- from the new mestizas (Borderlands). 
There is a great deal to unpack in this paragraph from the notion that something Anzaldúa calls 
“my language,” reflecting her personal fusion of languages, morphs into the unsanctioned 
“infant bastard language of Chicano Spanish” and finally becomes “…we Chicanos.” The 
language becomes the group in a move that foreshadows what she writes in section five: “So, if 
you want to really hurt me, talk badly about my language. Ethnic identity is twin skin to 
linguistic identity–I am my language” (59). Her move from the “my” to the “we” is an 
immediate indicator of handling a communal “I,” but it also elides the many gaps between her 
identities as an academic, writer, feminist, and lesbian and the Chicano/a community she 
positions her work as representing. 
When Anzaldúa extends a book, her book, which most Chicanos from where she grew up 
will never read, as a communal invitation from “us…to be met halfway,” she has aesthetically 
drawn the communal “I” toward her and claimed herself as a spokesperson for it.6 A continuous 
point of contention for autobiography from the marginalized is the question: who is the intended 
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audience, and how does it reflect on your relationship to the community that you are talking 
about them but not to them? This of course also presupposes that marginalized communities do 
not read, or only read certain types of books as opposed to the way books are marketed or kept 
from certain audiences through dominant culture systems of distribution and education. This 
reference also offers an explicit acknowledgement of her intended audience. If they do not speak 
Spanish and are invited to “meet us halfway,” then clearly she understands she is writing this 
work for a white audience. Anzaldúa cannot, at that point in 1987, imagine the future generations 
of Latino/a Literature scholars who will rely on her work to read and decipher the cultural 
underpinning of books by Latino/a authors. This open claiming of several communal “I” 
identities remains a difficult space for Anzaldúa throughout her writing life as she is later called 
to task on it by indigenous people for what some felt was appropriating an Indian identity and by 
the men in the very Chicano movement she invokes above. The choices she makes about 
language and structure are the central issue here as they reflect her artistic negotiations with 
representing the fraught spaces of outsider/insider status in both cultures. The mistake of reading 
her work through a strictly ethnic lens, which is still frequent and common enough to merit 
significant attention by the builder of her literary legacy,7 is that it does not allow us to consider 
the ways in which she specifically engaged with issues of exclusion and belonging in both her 
community of origin and the community of white academic America through her 
autobiographical writing. It also keeps us from seeing how that process fits into a longer history 
of American autobiographical “writing for survival.” 
Anzaldúa creates a structure in Borderlands that repurposes the tools of her education to 
fashion a complex rendering of a self under attack or, in her words, “the struggle of that Self 
amidst adversity and violation” that she posits in her preface.8 This is the unique aesthetic 
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struggle of all of the writers of autobiography from marginalized communities. This struggle to 
articulate self as both whole and compromised by social conditions also played a significant role 
in the antecedent feminist artistic production of performance art and autobiographical 
photography such as the work of Jo Spence. How does one portray, represent, or share a self that 
feels “true” while also making clear the struggles “amidst adversity and violation” that have 
produced the self?9 What is yours and what is theirs? Structure and language can only do so 
much, but certainly Anzaldúa is pushing at the limits of attempting to represent fractures, 
divisions, and borders structurally, even at times visually, by how she arranges words on the 
page. Her argument is predicated on disruption of the linear, totalizing narrative of “this is 
reality,” established and enforced by white male patriarchal systems of “border patrol.” Anzaldúa 
finds space to produce new knowledge by working in the difficult-to-patrol areas of experimental 
language and structure. 10 Even when she is relying on the master’s tools of English, books, and a 
system of distribution for her ideas that limits the audience, at least initially, to mostly white 
feminists and academics, she is still disrupting the narrative that seeks to annihilate or, at the 
very least, erase her experience. She was also able to call forth a collective of women with whom 
her ideas and experiments resonated and who more than thirty years later are still teaching and 
reading her books. 
The structure of the Borderlands and its impact can best be understood according to a 
thematic breakdown. Though not chronological, there is certainly progression in Part I, which 
Anzaldúa titles, “Atravesando Fronteras/Crossing Borders.” The seven sections that operate as a 
gathering place for disparate and interrelated ideas also have a thematic scheme that follows an 
order very similar to that of Joseph Campbells’s heroic journey. It is worth mentioning, before 
going any further, that his observations about the universal and multicultural appearance of the 
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heroic journey argues in favor of it as the foundational story structure for all of humanity.11
Maureen Murdoch wrote a vital feminist intervention with The Heroine’s Journey, but equally 
important is the limitations of that work for women from marginalized communities that may not 
see themselves reflected in the “father’s daughter” trajectory Murdoch establishes as 
necessitating a return to the mother. In fact, Anzaldúa and Hong Kingston offer heroic journeys 
that focus exclusively on both individuation and return that spend very little, if any time, on the 
father and generate the notion that the heroic journey was never exclusively masculine in the first 
place but simply rendered that way by Campbell. The heroic narrative is seductive, and it is one 
that Anzaldúa does not escape entirely, but she does manage to subvert it in important ways. 
Campbell’s work structurally offers a great deal to consider in terms of the journey being 
represented in these autobiographies away from the margins (home) and the “boon” being 
offered to the community left behind, mostly in the form of a record of community-based 
wisdom, existence beyond oppression, and artistic production. 
Even if Anzaldúa was not seeking to replicate the hero’s journey, the process of telling a 
story, however experimental in form, seems to have led her back to a very similar paradigm. 
Campbell’s structure for understanding the universal human journey in all world mythology is 
the division of three: The Departure, Initiation, and Return (Hero). However, within each of the 
three there are experiences and activities that define stages of the journey. Although 
Borderlands, both as a book and as a theoretical construct, is too complex to examine fully in a 
single chapter, there are two ways in which I think examining the overall structure through 
Campbell’s heroic journey gives us clues as to the choices of communal affiliation Anzaldúa 
valued and the literary moves she applied to reflect the constantly shifting terrain of her 
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autobiographical identity. First, I would argue the overall structure of Part I can be read as 
follows: (first parentheses are mine) {with Campbell’s heroic structure in second parentheses}:12
1 The Homeland, Aztlan/ El Otro Mexico 
What was lost (lost land, lineage, legacy, heritage…power) {The Call to 
Adventure} 
2 Movimientos de rebeldia y las culturas que tracionan 
Responses (rebellions, attempts at self-definition, naming the wounds of loss and 
the betrayals of culture) {Refusal of the call} 
3 Entering Into the Serpent 
Discovering the ancient (Aztec/Nahuatal) feminine divine as a source of feminist 
consciousness (laying the ground work for mestiza worldview) {Supernatural 
Aid} 
4 La herencia de Coatlicue/ The Coatlicue State 
Claiming a new reference point. Using the specific Aztec female deity Coatlicue 
as a model/ mythological metaphor for the new mestiza, and establishing it as a 
prelude state or condition to border crossing. {The Crossing of the First 
Threshold/ Meeting the Goddess (from the Intitiation stage)} 
5 How to Tame A Wild Tongue 
Coming fully into a language of her own. This section is comprised of a single 
essay,“How to Tame A Wild Tongue” which is also her most 
famous/anthologized and quoted essay. In it she explores the layers of silence for 
the multilingual, rejects being forced into any one language to be understood, 
insists on being heard in all of her languages and all of her voices and establishes 
the notion of “linguistic terrorism” as central to all other “outsider literature trying 
to bring dialect/authenticity to voice. {The Belly of the Whale} 
6 Tlilli, Tlapalli: the path of the Red and Black Ink 
Bringing language forward into art/spirituality. How do you make forked tongues 
sing? Writing and the alchemy and power of art/writing or how to bring back 
what she has discovered about herself to her community. {The Ultimate Boon 
from the Intitiation stage} 
7 La Conciencia de la Mestiza:Towards a New Conciousness 
Establishes the definition for mestiza, for a female centered worldview that is 
multilingual, multiracial, and anchored by “a tolerance for ambiguity.” {The 
Ultimate Boon continued and Freedom to Live from the Return} 
If the first part of the book is read as a heroic journey of “departure and initiation” to 
discover what has been lost or stolen and closing with proposals of possible ways of returning it 
to the community13, then the second part of the book titled “Un Agitado Viento/Ehecatl, The 
Wind,” is Anzaldúa’s refusal to neatly tie up the journey of “return.” This, in fact, is one of her 
most important moves to recognize and represent the communal “I” in the book’s structure. 
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Since the community from which she emerges does not have the power (or material or 
sociopolitical conditions) to end on a positive note, or to “return” in any singularly satisfying 
way to either a culture/community of origin or a new culture that embraces them, it is the 
nepantala reality of “in between ness” in the Chicano/a communal existence in the U.S, and her 
own autobiographical experience in her many communities, that she presents as a literary 
experience to readers. Anzaldúa’s own story refuses to claim the present ending as a viable one 
and instead uses a “heroic” structure of journeying to call forth a longer future for her 
community, family, and individual self. Anzaldúa does not just offer a “boon” upon her “return” 
although she does argue for some return of the lost legacy of lands and dignity of the Mexican 
American in the Southwest. Rather she engages with the condition of “in between ness” that has 
been cultivated for survival as a viable tool for disruption and change; she also demands that this 
survival skill be given recognition and centrality as a spiritual and intellectual gift. 
The first part of the book is mostly prose interspersed with poetry; the second part is 
strictly poetry with six sections divided by Roman numerals as opposed to the Arabic numerals 
used in the first part of the book. The poetry in the second part does not offer resolution, 
narratively or structurally, but instead offers opportunities for expansion, tangents, and even 
disruption of the first part of the book. It can also be seen as enactment of the initiation and a 
semblance of return. Although these categories don’t match up in exact order with Campbell’s, 
they offer enough confluence to be worth considering in that context further: 
I. Mas antes en los ranchos (Back then (when) on the ranches)
Poems, both autobiographical and imagined, of loss {The Road of Trials} 
II. La Perdida (the lost one)
contains poems that name the wounds, the woundings, the specific ways of being 
bent, abused {The Road of Trials continued…} 
III. Crossers y otros atrevesados (and others stuck in between/crossers)
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Transfiguration, process of being taken and of taking in…strong emphasis on 
sexuality and bearing witness {The Meeting with the Goddess/Woman as 
Temptress} 
IV. Cihuatlyotl, Woman Alone
Return to the Goddess Cihuatlyotl, the core of the feminine divine/feminism as 
envisioned enacted divinity, the ways of shedding skins, identity. Using the 
feminine divine to stand alone but protected and separating from community to 
claim self (cosmic self, localized lesbian self) {The Meeting with the 
Goddess/Woman as Temptress continued…} 
V. Animas
Healing and Sickness as contact with the Divine/Grace, depression…Finding new 
ways to be in the world once cut from all the ways you have been taught to be and 
recognize {Apotheosis} 
VI. El Retorno (The Return)
Corresponds directly with Section 7 in part 1…Call to the people to claim a new 
consciousness…To Live in the Borderlands Means You…Don’t Give in 
Chicanita {The Crossing of the Return Threshold, Master of Two Worlds, 
Freedom to Live} 
Even the titles of Campbell’s work and Anzaldúa’s overlap in the section she entitles El 
Retorno. The second part of Borderlands distances language and storytelling from academic 
requirements, rules, and binary oppositions. Anzaldúa’s use of poetry offers a language for the 
space between worlds, a different kind of borderland where metaphor and image can stand in for 
explanation, argument, and proof. There are only six sections in the second part, but they all 
correspond in some way to a section in the first part. I would argue, therefore, that section five 
in part 1, comprised of the essay, “How to Tame a Wild Tongue,” is the only one that has no 
corresponding poetry section because the ideas of that essay are in fact being executed in the 
entire second section. If Anzaldúa has asked the question or explored the instructions of “How 
to Tame a Wild Tongue” in her essay in part 1 of the book, it is clear that she is using her poetry 
to enact resistance to taming of any kind. From the much heavier use of Spanish, to poems 
without a single word of Spanish in them, to prose poems with inventive spacing that create the 
image of serpents or lightening coursing through the poem, Anzaldúa has crossed over in the 
second part of the book to the land she imagines we should/could create/inhabit {“Freedom to 
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Live” in Campbell’s work}. One where what you say (write) and how you say (write) it 
corresponds only to the need you have and not the rules imposed by others. Perhaps more 
important, it is the world where all of her communities and identities can coexist without 
intervention. Certainly the enacted world of freedom of expression in part 2 corresponds with the 
experience of initiation in that it is meant to offer direct contact with the experience of language 
and image without guides or interpreters. 
Part II of the book is also where Anzaldúa lays claim to an individual writer self she 
seems to have wrestled away from the communal “I” she is struggling with, carrying, 
expanding, and distancing herself from/through the whole book. In an excerpt from 
“Cihuatlyotl, Woman Alone,” a prose poem with inventive spacing, she writes: 
Many years I have fought off your hands, Raza father mother church your rage at my 
desire to be with myself, alone….And as I grew you hacked away at the pieces of 
that were different  attached your tentacles  to my face and breasts put a lock 
between my legs. I had to do it Raza turn my back on your crookening finger 
beckoning  beckoning your soft brown landscape tender nopalitos…oh it was hard 
Raza to cleave flesh from flesh…I risked us both bleeding to death…I refuse to be taken 
over ….no self only race vecinidad  familia. My soul has always been yours  one spark 
in the roar of your fire. We Mexicans are collective animals. This I accept but my life’s 
work requires autonomy like oxygen. This lifelong battle has ended, Raza. I don’t need 
to flail against you, Raza india Mexicana norteamericana, there’s nothing more you can 
chop off or graft on me that will change my soul. I remain who I am, multiple and one of 
the herd, yet not of it. I am fully formed by the ancients…but my own hands whittle the 
final work me. (173) 
With the lines “I refuse to be taken over….no self only race vecinidad familia,” Anzaldúa 
plainly sheds light on the dilemma of having your autobiography identified as that of an ethnic 
writer from the margins: “no self.” This passage is vital to understanding the full project of 
Anzladua’s writing in that it reveals all the tension about representing community and self as 
distinct but interrelated, going so far as to say “We Mexicans are collective animals” so as to 
include herself in the We, but following it with the singular “…this I accept” and closing with 
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the declaration: “My life’s work requires autonomy like oxygen.” Finally, she is making it clear 
that her work and her “self” are singular no matter the ties to community; except, of course, that 
the preface makes the book an offering from the Chicano community. In no way is this 
inconsistency or waffling. This is offered as the structural experience of living in the borderlands 
where instead of a world of either/or, there is an ongoing demand to be also/and. 
Borderlands the book is structured as the borders she lives on are; they are spaces that 
require daily navigation between her multiple community and individual identities. Her use of 
the word “Raza” in the excerpt above is also layered with several meanings. The literal 
translation is race, but in the Chicano movement from the sixties they used “La Raza” and “La 
Raza Cosmica” as a tag for a male dominated intellectual and activist movement seeking to link 
the multiracial dynamics of Mexican identity, the lost lands of the Southwest, and a future 
universal race deeply linked to an indigenous past (mainly Aztec) that they were bringing into 
existence. The term “La Raza” operated in some ways as the notion of “brown” does now to 
assert racial affiliation among disparate Latino/a groups, but it was exclusively meant to identify 
Chicanos at the time. It was not a movement particularly interested in the feminist work of 
Chicanas, and often antagonistic against it, but many Chicanas felt aligned with the larger 
message of communal identity and legacy that it offered. Anzaldúa not only writes of the 
borderlands or from the borderlands, but she continuously upends her own borders from 
beginning to end, as only a few pages later she writes this of La Raza: “Yes, in a few years or 
centuries La Raza will rise up, tongue intact Carrying the best of all the cultures…” (203). 
This line carries some of the dangers and seductions of romanticizing the heroic journey 
specifically “tongue in tact” and “carrying the best of all cultures.” The use of terms such as “in 
tact” and “best of all” represents desires for perfection and completion that are contradictory to  
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her theory of the borderlands and nepantalismo.  Yet, it is this one foot in the world of La Raza, 
and one foot in the world of her own words, body, stories, and experiences that Borderlands is 
continually navigating. Thinking of the serpentine feel, shape, and use of structure and language 
in the book ,it is helpful to imagine how much Anzaldúa had to first name and enact, only to 
later shed, so as to arrive at her own mestizaje. The mixture of all of her cultures and identities is 
not a given being delivered as a story; instead, it is positioned as a journey she is both taking her 
readers on and undergoing simultaneously. 
I examine the first chapter in the first section and the last chapter of the second section as 
bookends to the structural execution of a literary recreation of the reality and theory of 
borderlands: the places where crossing between worlds is not a once in a lifetime adventure (as 
per Campbell’s heroic journey) but a way of life that also requires internal journeying between 
cultures, languages, and identities. Although I will highlight some of the textual content, I am 
most interested in the structural choices Anzaldúa made to expand what autobiography could and 
should contain/require so as to represent the borderlands both as location and theory. Anzaldúa 
opens the book with a section entitled “The Homeland, Aztlán,” which in both title and content 
begins by contesting borders and revising history. Aztlán was the name coined by the Chicano 
movement of La Raza to imagine a reincorporation of the lands lost to the U.S. by Mexico. The 
origins of the word point to a multilayered historicizing of lost lands: lost first through Spanish 
colonization then the United States’s hegemonic invasion. In the Chicano movement and 
Anzaldúa’s work, Aztlán forms part of a vaster homeland across which Mexicans were made 
to feel like outsiders and invaders, but which they would ultimately take back if only by their 
physical and cultural presence.14 The opening epitaph is comprised of the lyrics by a popular 
Tex-Mex band referencing “the other Mexico” which has been constructed north of the border 
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through will and effort.15 She presents the lyrics in Spanish with no translation but also in italics. 
In fact, the use of italics for words in Spanish is part of the landscape of this book that relies 
heavily on the use of Spanish. The italics speak to an accommodation she made to separate the 
languages even as she placed the words side by side.16 The lyrics are followed by a quote that 
has likely been among the most controversial claims that have haunted Anzaldúa, namely that 
Mexicans are Indians whether they claim it or not. The quote reads, “The Aztecas del 
Norte…compose the largest single tribe or nation of Anishinabeg (Indians) found in the United 
States today…[.] Some call themselves Chicanos and see themselves as people whose true 
homeland is Aztlán (the US Southwest).” In her notes, she explains that the quote is from the 
book Aztecas del Norte: The Chicanos of Aztalan by Jack D. Forbes.17
Quotes and opening epigrams often serve to validate a text or in some way connect it to a 
legacy or lineage to which the author feels it belongs. Her choices enact her theory of mestizaje 
by linking her lineage with Mexicans through popular music (current) and to the Chicano 
Aztalan movement as indigenous (ancestral) through a Native American scholar/activist that 
embraced Chicanos as indigenous peoples although other Native Americans did not. This move 
offers insights to the communities she valued linking herself to the most, especially since she 
does not quote contemporary or earlier Chicano authors, including those writing about Aztlán, or 
feminists of any kind. To call Chicanos the largest tribe of North America was particularly risky 
for Forbes and Anzaldúa since they did not self-identify as a tribe, nor do many Mexican 
Americans ever take on the title of Chicano. They also don’t share the historical legacy of 
genocide and reservations as Native Americans. However, the intention to enact mestizaje and 
border crossing is evident. At this juncture it is important to revisit how Anzaldúa defines 
mestizaje as an act of creating new mythology to reflect a new consciousness. She explains: 
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By creating a new mythos—that is, a change in the way we perceive reality, the way we 
see ourselves, and the ways we behave—la mestiza creates a new consciousness. The 
work of mestiza consciousness is to break down the subject/object duality that keeps her 
prisoner and to show in the flesh and through the images in her work how duality is 
transcended (Borderlands). 
Vital to examining the use of structure and language to theorize the construction of 
mestizaje in Borderlands is an understanding of autobiography as inventing identity as opposed 
to revealing it. It is a widely established critical tenet that autobiography cannot so much reveal a 
living person, or any kind of solid self, so much as create one as a character through the “true” 
story being told in the autobiography.18 Consider the fledgling but blooming context of 
autobiography studies and women’s studies into which Anzaldúa’s work arrived. In the same 
year (1987), Sidonie Smith published A Poetics of Women’s Autobiography: Marginalization 
and the Fictions of Self- Representation. In 1988 Olney published the collection Studies in 
Autobiography, which includes sections entitled Ethnic and Minority Autobiography and 
Women’s Autobiography, the latter of which includes an essay by Julia Watson entitled: 
“Shadowed Presence: Modern Women Writers’ Autobiographies and the Other.” In that same 
section Germaine Bree has an essay entitled “Autogynography,” a title borrowed from Domna 
Stanton’s article, “Autogynography: Is the Subject Different?” The interest in autobiographical 
writing and women and ethnicity studies converge at precisely the time when Borderlands is 
published.19 Anzaldúa may not have been exposed to this critical work, but she was a participant 
in the environment primarily through education and then through activism and feminism. She 
was listening, for perhaps the first time, to voices deemed or self-proclaimed as other. This 
opportunity to speak and possibly be heard also brings with it the pressure to figure out how to 
write a truthful work using “the master’s tools” of which feminism and activism had made 
Anzaldúa deeply aware and skeptical. Anzaldúa chooses to reconcile her many languages and 
136
identities to tell a story through an experimental, multilingual, genre-bending structure precisely 
to recreate the collision of her experience: 
Like all people, we perceive the version of reality that our culture communicates. Like 
others having or living in more than one culture, we get multiple, often opposing 
messages. The coming together of two self-consistent but habitually incomparable frames 
of reference causes un choque, a cultural collision.” (Borderlands) 
The collision produces the mestizaje that her structure then seeks to communicate. 
Anzaldua’s choice to use structure that circles, elides, and obfuscates forces us to consider what 
was already being critiqued as re-enacting gender divisions even in the language and concepts 
meant to explore autobiography as singular. Bree offered, “…if male autobiographical writing is 
seen as teleological and linear, female is described as fragmented and circular; if male is defined 
as using a rhetoric of assertion, female is defined as using a rhetoric of seduction, and so on” 
(172). The questions at stake are how does Anzaldúa herself use a structure that is not linear to 
assert, and how does the circular become trajectory? If the heroic journey is understood by 
Campbell as masculine, linear, and having a clear end, what then does Anzaldúa do with her 
heroic journey to force a continuing return as opposed to a final return? 
Anzladúa does not start with “I was born,” but she does open the book with references 
meant to speak of where she is from and how she identifies, especially by foregrounding a 
Native American as opposed to any writers from the Chicano movement or feminists. In this 
way, she aligns her individuality or singular “I” with a larger community, most specifically the 
indigenous people of the US and Mexico, but also of the world, as a race, or “new tribalism” as 
she explains in response to criticism of her appropriating Indian culture as her own. In 2003 she 
wrote, “In 1991, I ‘appropriated’ and recycled the term ‘new tribalism’ from David Rieff who 
used it to criticize me for being ‘a professional Aztec’ and for what he sees as my naïve and 
nostalgic return to indigenous roots. He claims that Americans should think a little less about 
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race and a little more about class. I use the term “new tribalism” to formulate a more inclusive 
identity, one that’s based on many features and not solely on race” (Anzaldúa Reader 283, 2009). 
She explains how any moves to align or organize across subordinated communities is seen as a 
threat. Although it could be argued that organizing across class lines is a calling together of 
subordinated communities, this conversation begins to ring familiar with the recent outcry of the 
damage “identity politics” are doing to America. Anzaldúa claims space for her “self” in the 
book even as she carries the Tex Mex music of her childhood on her back. She proceeds in 
Borderlands to upend genre expectations by moving into an untitled poem about the border 
fence and Mexican children who play on one side and must enter the United States illegally to 
get their ball back. In the poem she writes: 
This is my home 
this thin edge of 
barbwire (3) 
The poem opens the chapter with italics, irregular spacing and strong claims such as: 




And will be again. (3) 
In a perfect example of cultural mestizaje or synthesis, this stanza is heavy with the claims of 
Aztlán and the sounds of the Catholic incantation: “As it was in the beginning, is now and ever 
shall be, world without end. Amen.” And in the line before it, she mentions Yemaya, the Yoruba 
Goddess of the sea. There is a continuous choice being made to align her story of home, self, and 
ideology with a vast network of non-exclusionary references to all that forms part of her modern 
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day feminist Southern-California cosmology. She writes this work a long distance from her 
border town in Texas but up against the border of San Diego and Tijuana, which she mentions in 
the poem before writing this of the actual border: 
1,950 mile-long open wound 
dividing a pueblo, a culture, 
running down the length of my 
body, staking fence 
rods in my flesh, splits 
me splits me 
me raja me raja (2) 
In this first section she establishes the ways in which the physical external borders are felt as her 
“self” being split apart, and she literally represents the splitting or the opening on the page as the 
factual description of the fence is the only line that starts at the margin, and with each line she 
gets further away from that margin in ragged lines. The spaces between “splits me” and “me 
raja,” which is the Spanish translation for splits me, also represent the divide. The 
unconventional visual of the words on the page that open the book are just as important as the 
content. Is this fractured? Or is it purposely moving away from a structure that binds and limits? 
Anzaldúa represents the wounds and wholeness by representing the woundedness on the page as 
a space but the wholeness as both of her languages and cultures side by side. Her response holds 
the page accountable for achieving the closest possible proximity to representing borderlands 
and both the wounds and the spaces that are generated there. There is trajectory, rhetoric of 
persuasion, and an argument being offered about identity and the construction of a self in 
Borderlands; it simply is not a straight line. The poem then ends in untranslated Spanish: 
Yo soy un Puente tendido 
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Del mundo gabacho al del mojado, 
lo pasado me estira pa’ tras 
y lo presente pa’ delante (3) 
I am a bridge extended from 
The white world to the 
wetback’s The past pulls me back 
The present pulls me forward 
(my own translation) 
This stanza harkens back to “The Bridge Poem” by Donna Kate Rushin, published in This 
Bridge Called My Back : 
I’ve had enough 
I’m sick of seeing and 
touching Both sides of things 
Sick of being the damn bridge for everybody… 
I’m sick of mediating with your worst self 
On behalf of your better selves… 
The bridge I must be 
Is the bridge to my own power 
I must translate 
My own fears  
Mediate 
My own weakness 
I must be the bridge to nowhere 
But my true self 
And then 
I will be useful (xxi) 
Can autobiography build a bridge to power, translate fears, and mediate weakness? For 
writers of autobiographies from marginalized communities this expands to questions about how 
doing this work in public affects the community which they represent. Just as important, the 
writers must grapple with how it will affect their place in it and their roles in the new 
communities reading the published work. What is the ‘ultimate boon” from Campbell’s heroic 
journey that can be offered to the community, but more distinctly on behalf of the community 
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through the autobiographical? Anzaldúa proceeds from this poem in the opening section to give a 
history of the “open wound” of life on this US-Mexico border as she explains, “The US-Mexican 
Border es una herida abierta where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds. And 
before a scab forms it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two worlds merging to form a third 
country—a border culture” (3). The entire section speaks to the long historical and symbolic 
birth of this border and uses quotes and the ideas of others to establish an external history.  It is 
as if in answer to the questions above Anzaldúa is offering history as it has not yet been told as 
part of her autohistoria. She is also offering herself as the shaman or healer who is literally torn 
open by the wounds (it splits me) and willing to undergo the initiation rights to heal herself and, 
through her healing, heal her community. The similarities with the heroic journey can, in fact, be 
read as similarities with shamanic initiation practices as well. Campbell’s notes this when he 
writes, “The medicine men, therefore, are simply making both visible and public the systems of 
symbolic fantasy that are present in the psyche of every adult member of their society” (84). 
Anzaldúa is using the history of the open wound of land loss, violence, and abuse as a mirror 
inciting incident to her own wounding as a child. She enacts what Sidonie Smith calls the 
“manifesto autobiography” that makes identity a public struggle (1993,160). Ramon Saldivar 
explains the limits of the “truth” of a private self in his critique of Richard Rodriguez: “An 
author cannot just tell us the truth about himself…without undertaking some kind of 
philosophical reflection on the place of his private life in history” (161). 
Anzaldúa’s personal life (autobiography) appears in stand-alone snippets or paragraphs 
that read like micro-stories within the larger history of her collective. Her private life is small, 
decentered, and dependent on the larger story that surrounds her personal narrative. Our only 
indication of the transition from the general history to her story is through pronoun indication 
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and the use of the autobiographical I or my: “My aunt…my grandmother…as children.” She 
begins her longest description of home with, “To make a living my father became a 
sharecropper” (9). She makes an explicit link with the economic realities that forced her father 
into sharecropping by saying “to make a living” as opposed to the more generalized and common 
“my father was a sharecropper….” She then tells a short story describing the conditions under 
which her family lived and worked and firmly locates herself in the story by adding, “My sister, 
mother and I cleaned, weighed and packaged the eggs. (For years after I couldn’t stomach the 
sight of an egg” (9). These lines are in the firm tradition of autobiography, but they are sparse 
and always interwoven with history, mythology and the abstract. Anzaldúa’s notion of the 
autohistoria is one in which she both tells her story and the story of the circumstances that gave 
rise to her story as one seamless narrative. She works to undermine both the structure of 
autobiography as, “I came, I saw, I conquered,” while simultaneously attempting to avoid the 
trap of “I came, I saw, I was conquered.” Smith argues: 
Anzaldúa fights the collective amnesia that the colonial situation engenders in 
borderlands people by engaging in a project of anamnesis: a recollection of remembrance 
of a past efficiently erased by the forces of oppression and acculturation. But here the 
anamnesis is not so much personal, albeit the personal punctuates the analysis, as it is 
collective (172). 
Even as Anzaldúa tells a story of the conquest of lands by the U.S, she contains the act 
within language and structure that does not give it linear narrative dominance therefore avoiding 
the sensation of fait accompli or inevitability. The work heeds Lorde’s admonition “Not to 
believe details simply because you live them.” Presenting autobiographical conditions as 
connected to history and larger contexts of exploitation defeats the narrative that poverty is a 
personal experience when in fact it is a socially and culturally constructed one that merely acts 
as a singular aspect of her personal life story. This reconstruction of the context of the personal 
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is part of the heroic journey that structurally contains the process of attaining wisdom and clarity 
about the realities of the world from which she journeys away from while traveling the lands of 
the unknown. Saldivar warns, “The desire to extract ourselves from the world, either to conceive 
it or to command it, only anchors us more deeply in it” (161). 
The last two paragraphs of the opening section of Borderlands close with a third person 
account about “The Mexican Woman.” In a whiplash inducing paragraph, Anzaldúa lists all the 
obstacles this nameless Mexican “any woman” is facing, including legal status, illness, sexual 
violence and exploitation, debt, insecure housing, and more. She circles back from this literal, 
though generalized, story that could easily be about her own struggles,20 to the line from her 
poem about the barbed wire as home. Except now instead of “this is my home” she uses “this is 
her home,” switching from a singular “I” at the onset to a communal one at the end via a third 
person pronoun switch : 
This is her home 
this thin edge of 
barbwire. (13) 
Anzaldúa breaks every rule about pronoun consistency, genre specificity, and linear 
chronological storytelling in this first section. She enacts community and self in tandem and in 
opposition, and lays claim to the right to tell her story within the larger story of the community 
from which she emerged, and to tell their history as well. In the context of her larger body of 
work, it is clear that the historical is far easier to manage than the personal. It is also evident 
that her insistence on including the surrounding historical facts breaks open a space where her 
own story can communicate her communal “I” without having to protect it. Sidonie Smith 
speaks to this as she explains the ways in which the act of writing the autobiography must  
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change the nature of the self-writing it and the self it seeks to project, to which I would add the 
communal “I” it often longs to protect and reveal at once: 
The “I,” something apparently familiar, becomes something other, foreign; and the drift 
of the disappropriation, the shape, that is, that the autobiographer’s narrative and 
dramatic strategies take, reveals more about the autobiographer’s present experience of 
“self” than her past, although, of course it tells us something about that as well. 
Fundamentally, it reveals the way the autobiographer situates herself and her story in 
relation to cultural ideologies and figures of selfhood. (47)21 
Saidiya Hartman expresses this idea when in her unique and beautiful book, Lose Your 
Mother (2007), she writes about situating herself in research that is autobiographical. She 
writes, “As both a professor conducting research on slavery and a descendant of the enslaved, 
I was desperate to reclaim the dead, that is, to reckon with the lives undone and obliterated in 
the making of human commodities…. I, too, am the aftermath of slavery” (6). 
Since Borderlands comes after This Bridge Called My Back, the autobiographical 
material from that earlier work helps to contextualize the way Anzaldúa situates herself between 
what she has already written about her life and the mestiza theory of identity she is trying to 
construct from those experiences. “La Prieta” (Bridge Called My Back,198-209) stands as one of 
Anzaldúa’s most traditionally autobiographical pieces, which begins with the expected “When I 
was born…” and goes on to tell a story of her grandmother looking for the dark blotches on her 
behind when she was a baby that were the mark of mixed-race blood. In this story, she 
simultaneously tells the story of racism in her family, writes about her fear of exposing racism 
within the Chicano/a community, and speaks to the terrors of betrayal of the marginalized 
through autobiography: 
I was terrified because in this writing I must be hard on people of color who are the 
oppressed victims. I am still afraid because I will have to call us on a lot of shit like our 
own racism, our fear of women and sexuality. One of my biggest fears is that of betraying 
myself, of consuming myself with self-castigation, of not being able to unseat the guilt 
that has ridden on my back for years…. But above all, I am terrified of making my 
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mother the villain in my life rather than showing how she has been a victim. Will I be 
betraying her in this essay for her early disloyalty to me? With terror as my companion. I 
dip into my life and begin work on myself. Where did it begin, the pain, the images that 
haunt me? (Bridge,199) 
Anzaldúa named the great communal “I” pressure out loud: the fear that telling the truth 
about herself and where she comes from is a form of betrayal, even as in the same anthology her 
“Letter to Third World Women Writers” explains, “I’m scared of writing, but I’m more scared of 
not writing” (169). It is from within this conundrum, of writing as a form of survival that also 
threatens, that Borderlands and its non-linear heroic journey structure is born. The fear to which 
she speaks directly is present in all the works I have examined from writers who represent both 
their individuality and their marginalization as part of a community. Space on the page, Spanish, 
interwoven tales of Aztec Goddesses, and a constant shifting from poetry to prose and back are 
all new uses for the “master’s tool,s” and through them Anzaldúa disrupts the story of 
assimilation with one of resistance and active presence. Aesthetics is most notable for its usually 
accompanying word: choices. In examining aesthetics carefully I am examining the most 
fundamental choices Anzaldúa makes and also the active power of choices in a work of art. 
There is nothing inevitable about the autobiographical for women or communities of color but 
rather a powerful enactment of choices based on both the limitations and freedom born of 
exclusion. 
The last section in part two of the book serves to further disrupt even the work she has 
already done. It consists of one song and three poems with an English translation of a poem she 
writes exclusively in Spanish. The section is entitled “El Retorno,” (no translation is offered in 
the text but it means the return) and it fits in well with Campbell’s analysis of the primary 
function of the return being that of bringing what you have learned on the heroic journey back to 
your community. If we understand Anzaldúa as having been cast out (the departure) on her  
145
journey by the marginalization of her people by the mainstream culture and/or her own 
marginalization from her people for her sexuality or unorthodox views, then her becoming 
steeped in the mythology of Coatlicue would be her initiation: her death to her old way of being 
and her rebirth into a new way of telling/revealing the self through metaphor and mythology. 
Norma Cantú puts it simply as: “Gloria Anzladúa taught us how to live and how to die” (48).22
Finally, “El Retorno” offers her boon to the community through song and poetry. In this section, 
Anzaldúa first offers a song she wrote, which she notes was performed by fellow feminist writer 
and Latina, Cherríe Moraga. This is a huge departure, even from the poetry, and offers the most 
communal art form: music. It is also the least original. The lyrics are mostly in Spanish and 
remain untranslated, and there are two lines of English lyrics in the chorus, “In Spirit as One, All 
people arising.” The song is of the generic community-building variety with little of the fire of 
all the previous work in the book. If anything, it serves to simply confirm that she is following 
no rules and leaving no part of herself out, even the parts that do not highlight her strengths. The 
poem that follows it, “To live in the Borderlands means you,” however, summarizes and 
encompasses the complex weave of the historical, theoretical, and autobiographical she has 
gathered in the book. There are several powerful and important lines to examine, but I will focus 
on the two stanzas below to highlight the ways in which they say in few words what she has been 
working to render structurally across two hundred pages: 
…caught in the crossfire between camps 
While carrying all five races on your back 
Not knowing which side to turn to, run from… 
In the Borderlands 
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You are the battle ground 
Where enemies are kin to each other 
You are at home, a stranger (194) 
The image of carrying five races on your back is both a return to her idea of carrying 
home on her back like a turtle and La Raza Cosmica of Aztlán made up of all the races, but it 
also speaks of burden and confusion. The line that follows speaks to that confusion as both an 
intellectual and a personal struggle of not knowing where to turn. In demanding an accounting of 
all her cultures, Anzaldúa must also reckon with the choices so much reckoning brings forth. As 
she constructs an autobiography that enacts the theory, she is offering the story of her life as a 
container or construct for larger issues. What is the price of this kind of self-as-theory to herself 
and her community? When she writes, “You are the battle ground, where enemies are kin to each 
other, you are at home, a stranger,” it is her own body that becomes the battle ground where 
enemies are kin. This line reflects the many ways in which feminists of color often felt rejected 
in both the white feminist community for trying to gain recognition for the intersectional 
struggles of race and gender and in their communities of color for appearing to prioritize the 
rights of women over the rights of the “community.” It also encompasses the many issues with 
colorism and racism within communities of color that both contain the genetic realties of 
interracial ethnic identity and defy it by trying to identify as one or the other dependent on many 
factors, but ultimately making “enemies kin.” Finally, the poem closes with: 
To survive the Borderlands 
You must live sin fronteras 
Be a crossroads. (195) 
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This calls the singular “I” into action as the site for autobiography and survival no matter how 
communal the existence. The use of second person invites the reader to imagine this reality, but 
it is also meant to direct attention to a singular experience. In addition, it raises the concern of 
living sin fronteras, literally without boundaries. This is a risky psychological state of 
availability and vulnerability that marks a place in the evolution of this experimental 
autobiography. Anzaldúa offers herself up as a crossroads and exhorts others that such a 
condition is required for survival, but she cannot say survival at what cost. She writes: 
Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from 
them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge. A borderland is a 
vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural 
boundary. It is in a constant state of transition. The prohibited and forbidden are its 
inhabitants. (Borderlands, Preface 1987) 
This indicates the danger of self as a crossroads in a constant state of transition. There are those 
who would argue that the self is a constant state of transition, but the advantages of some stable 
set of guidelines for personality, ego, and boundaries are also a known goal of mental health 
and social integration. Her distinction between borders as lines and borderlands as vague and 
undetermined places points to her many structural choices away from classic literary borders 
such as language (use only one, a standard one, and if you must use another do so in small 
amounts and be sure it is a language of cultural prestige); genre (pick one and within that one 
align yourself with a school or tradition) and chapters (divide work in cohesive sections that 
direct the reader’s attention and focus). 
Borderlands, by Anzaldúa’s definition, demand an absence of strict borders, even if they 
emerge in close proximity to borders established by others. Borderlands are always becoming, 
shifting, and emerging depending on what is there and what the current fixation about the 
borders erected may be. In both title and structure, Borderlands enacts this theory of a space  
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defined by its absence of a stable definition. Anzaldúa’s work diverges from Campbell’s heroic 
journey structure where liminal space operates more as threshold to be crossed and is understood 
more as border between what you once were and will now become. For Anzaldúa, the liminal is 
the space from which she and her many communities now operate to transform their exclusion 
into a different kind of belonging that must transform the duality that cannot contain them. Jorge 
Capetillo-Ponce examines Anzaldúa’s work for methods and determines that to begin to 
understand the “contours of the Anzaldúan methodology,” it is critical to examine “her interest 
in unity and decolonizing cultural analysis from its male/dualistic domination” (Bridging 168). 
Finally, the last section and the book ends with a look to the future (and the “ultimate 
boon” offering to her community) in the form of the poem “Don’t Give in, Chicanita,” 
dedicated to a younger member of her family, Missy Anzaldúa (the future): 
Don’t give in mi prietita 
Tighten your belt, endure. 
Your lineage is ancient… 
Strong Women reared you: 
my sister, your mom, my mother and I. (202) 
Once again the linking of the immediate women in the family to a longer ancient lineage is a 
move that links the work of Anzaldúa and Hong Kingston not through ethnicity or outsider 
status but through the aesthetic choice. Both authors link an autobiographical history of life in 
this country that largely speaks to being marginalized to a much longer lineage of female 
warriors and Goddesses in the mythology of their countries of origin. Anzaldúa and Hong 
Kingston contest patriarchy in both cultures through the feminist project of recovering the 
subjugated histories of women and telling personal stories that, though not linear, offer the 
trajectory of the structures of a female mythological heroic quest. If the work of the communal 
“I” is to navigate exclusion and belonging in both home cultures and the mainstream white 
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culture where these writers are educated, then it stands to reason the choice of linking female 
lineages to longer ones than mothers and grandmothers is not an act of “digging in Mexican 
graveyards” or pursuing identity politics. It is, instead, a way of building a more solid road on 
the journey of excavating the self than the unreliable one based on the recent histories of 
oppression and exclusion. Most interesting in this final poem is a resilience that does not 
preclude the possibility of things remaining the same or possibly getting worse as she offers: 
Perhaps we’ll be dying of hunger as usual 
But we’ll be members of a new species 
Skin tone between black and bronze… 
And alive mi’jita, very much alive. (203) 
The survival is a cultural one even if the economic one is still insecure. The crux of the 
Borderlands concept is one of cultural survival by continuously residing between cultures: 
“Between black and brown…carrying the best of all the cultures” (202). The idea, however, is 
not without its detractors and critics. The criticism is most pointedly directed at the inference of 
mystical superiority imagined for a future mixed race/raza cosmica that insinuates some inherent 
inferiority in the current culture of origin or a preference for mestizaje (mixed race) over just 
Black or Indian. This hints at precisely the fear Anzaldúa mentioned of making her mother look 
like a villain when she too is a victim, and perhaps more so due to her lack of education and 
limited economic mobility. This criticism is also not without textual evidence as in the last few 
lines of the poem celebrating this new race that will arise and what will fall away: 
Like old skin will fall the slave ways of 
Obedience, acceptance, silence. 
Like serpent lightening we’ll move, little woman. 
You’ll see. (203) 
These are damning lines with which to end the book. Relegating the prior culture to “slave ways” 
or even positioning the survival tactics of the enslaved or exploited as some sort of inherent 
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behavior pattern is deeply troubling for a book that she dedicates “a todos Mexicanos on both 
sides of the border.” In her own poem she is enacting the long held and classic stereotypes of 
Mexicans, and especially Mexican women, as obedient, accepting, and silent. Therefore, is it 
only the ancient women, the mythological ones, who can provide resilience and strength for the 
new race, not the ones giving birth to you and keeping you alive under grueling conditions? 
Strategically, Anzaldúa does not rely on the mythology to portray an idealized female 
role model as warrior but rather to offer the stories as models for self-transformation. She uses 
these models for self-actualization through her own autobiographical experience with the 
mythological stories as a process and as a possible experience for other women navigating the 
borderlands.23 So when she says the “slave ways and obedience and silence,” Anzaldúa is not 
pointing to her alienation from the women she comes from directly, hence the line in “Don’t 
Give in, Chicanita” about being “raised by strong women” in her direct lineage. She is writing 
of her own alienation, silences, and obedience and invokes the mythology as the way that she 
overcame those things and leaves it as path for other women to follow. This element of the 
mythology as process is, and developed most thoroughly in, Coatlicue in Borderlands (1987) 
and Coyolxauhqui in Light in the Dark/Luz en lo Oscuro: Rewriting Identity, Spirituality, 
Reality (2015). 
Coatlicue and Coyolxauhqui 
This comparison is a piece of the puzzle that Anzaldúa offered as her structural challenge 
to “linguistic terrorism” and “the master’s tools.” The use of these ancient Goddesses fits well 
into the second wave feminist movement of the seventies and eighties to “recover the feminine 
divine” through disciplines as far ranging as Anthropology, Archeology, and Theology to the 
151
growing Women’s Studies discipline and depth psychology.24 It goes beyond that by recovering 
the history of women erased even by feminism. One infamous incident involved Mary Daly, a 
self-described radical lesbian feminist who taught Goddess studies at the Jesuit run Boston 
College and Audre Lorde. Lorde wrote Daly an open letter that was published in This Bridge 
Called My Back. The letter presented a scathing critique of Daly’s use and omissions of female 
mythologies from non-western cultures: 
So I wondered, why doesn’t Mary deal with Afrekete as an example…Yemanya, Oyo 
and Mawulisa? …Well, I thought, Mary has made a conscious decision to narrow her 
scope. Then I came to the first three chapters of your second passage, and it was obvious 
that you were dealing with non-european women, but only as victims and preyers upon 
each other. I began to feel my history and my mythic background distorted by the 
absence of any images of my foremothers in power. (Lorde 95) 
Anzaldúa as an editor of that anthology was supportive of that critique. However, she offers 
more than “foremothers in power.” In Borderlands, Coatlicue appears several times but most 
prominently in the first part of the book in section three, “Entering Into the Serpent,” and section 
four, “La Herencia de Coatlicue,” which she translates as “The Coatlicue State.” (a literal 
translation would be more along the lines of “The Inheritance of Coatlicue.”) Anzaldúa spends 
significant time explaining the historical origins of the Coatlicue mythology and exploring its 
distortion through patriarchal Aztec spirituality long before the arrival of colonialism and 
Catholicism. In this way, she posits a longer history of female oppression in Mexican and 
Indigenous history linked to the worldwide spread of patriarchal ideals and religions. This helps 
her avoid the fetishized notion of the machista in modern Mexican culture. She also incorporates 
Coatlicue into her own autobiographical stories in ways that begin the work of showing the 
ancient myth as alive and relevant and the beginning of her being cast out of her community by 
difference that would lead her on the heroic/shamanic journey. The most important element of 
Coatlicue’s mythology for understanding how Anzaldúa deploys her as a structural intervention 
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is her role as a “dark mother” in the tradition of dark Goddesses like Lilith and Kali. She is 
described as bearing significant resemblance to Kali: “Coatlalopeuh is descended from, or is an 
aspect of, earlier Mesoamerican fertility and Earth Goddesses. The earliest is Coatlicue, or 
‘Serpent Skirt.’ She had a human skull or serpent for a head, a necklace of human hearts, a skirt 
of twisted serpents and taloned feet” (27). She is also the mother of Coyolxauhqui, who becomes 
the central Goddess metaphor in Anzaldúa’s posthumously published last book, Light in the 
Dark/Luz en lo Oscuro: Rewriting Identity, Spirituality, Reality (2015). 
In one of the most personal and painful singular “I” autobiographical portions in 
Borderlands, Anzaldúa writes of her childhood illness.25 Although she uses the third person to 
gain some distance from the most painful parts, she begins the story in first person, therefore 
signaling a shift into a story of her “self.” In the portion subtitled “El Secreto Terrible y la 
rajadura” (The terrible secret and the slash/crack): 
I was two or three years old the first time Coatlicue visited my psyche, the first time she 
“devoured” me (and I fell into the underworld)…When I was older I would look into the 
mirror, afraid of mi secreto terrible, the secret sin I tried to conceal—la seña, the mark of 
the beast. (42) 
Then in the shift to third person she writes, 
The bleeding distanced her from others…. Their eyes penetrate her; they slit her from 
head to belly, Rajada. (43) (Rajada sliced or cracked open) 
Finally, she offers the metaphor for self-realization that everyone can use the Coatlicue state to 
attain: 
We need Coatlicue to slow us up so that the psyche can assimilate previous experiences 
and process the changes…[,] those activities or Coatlicue states which disrupt the smooth 
flow of life (complacency) are exactly what propel the soul to do its work; make soul, 
increase consciousness of itself. Our greatest disappointments and painful experiences -- 
If we can make meaning out of them—can lead us toward becoming more of who we are. 
(46)
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Hence, the Goddess is not idealized feminine but model and guide for necessary acts of 
individuation, integration, and self-realization. In the same way that her illness is not just 
personal but mirrors the “rajadura” of the physical borders in the Southwest, Anzaldúa marks the 
ancient stories with modern signposts from depth psychology and translates them into a “boon” 
for her community. Namely, that within the community’s own cultural lineage they have access 
to what is needed to understand and name the experiences they are currently living in the 
borderlands. 
In Light in the Dark/Luz en lo Oscuro: Rewriting Identity, Spirituality, Reality (2015), 
Anzaldúa explains, “The Coyolxauhqui imperative is the act of calling back those pieces of the 
self / soul that have been dispersed or lost, the act of mourning the losses that haunt us” 
(“Introduction”). The actual story of Coyolxauhqui helps to contextualize and better understand 
“the Coyolxauhqui imperative.” It is the story of a daughter who tries to kill her mother and 
whose brother cuts her up into pieces and scatters her parts. Anzaldúa explains: 
The Coyolxauhqui imperative is to heal and achieve integration. When fragmentations 
occur, you fall apart and feel as though you’ve been expelled from paradise. 
Coyolxauhqui is my symbol for the necessary process of dismemberment and 
fragmentation, of seeing that self or the situations you’re embroiled in differently. 
Coyolxauhqui is also my symbol for reconstruction and reframing, one that allows for 
putting the pieces together in a new way. The Coyolxauhqui imperative is an ongoing 
process of making and unmaking. There is never any resolution, just the process of 
healing. (Light in the Dark 19-20) 
In her later work, which she was preparing as a dissertation, she takes up where she left off in 
Borderlands. She moves seamlessly from stories of her own illnesses and traumas of childhood 
into the ones of her adult life to a mythology that serves as a model for reintegration and for 
coping with the necessary act of falling apart.26 In her own way, though Anzaldúa sounds more 
like a Jungian psychologist than an autobiographer as she grapples with collective shadows, she 
points to her career-long need to work with the communal as she explains, “Besides dealing 
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with my own personal shadow, I must contend with the collective shadow in the psyches of my 
culture and nation — we always inherit the past problems of family, community, and nation” 
(10). 
Finally, in her own words, Anzaldúa understands how and why she must inhabit stories 
as she does, thereby formally speaking to the structural challenges her writing demands: 
Mine is a struggle of recognizing and legitimizing excluded selves, especially of women, 
people of color, queer, and othered groups. I organize and order these ideas as “stories.” I 
believe that it is through narrative that you come to understand and know yourself and 
make sense of the world. Through narrative you formulate your identities by 
unconsciously locating yourself in social narratives not of your own making. Your 
culture gives you your identity story, pero en un buscado rompimiento con la tradición 
you create an alternative identity story. (6) (but in a conscious break with tradition [my 
translation]) 
It is in her break with tradition of almost every kind that Anzaldúa offers structure as 
theory. It is not just the words, even though she is still making space for Spanish and doing very 
little to translate, but the ways in which the words are ordered and placed in relation to each 
other that helps to rupture the totalizing narrative of inevitability and universality. In an 
interview, she explained the communal and the singular as they appear in her writing: 
When I say “I,” usually I mean “I in a plural way.” If you come from a Chicana/Latina 
identity, it’s an identity that’s in part collective and relational, so that the “I” doesn’t 
stand by itself. Behind the “I” is the community, it’s a plural kind of “I.” When I say 
“we” I don’t mean a universalized we, I mean a singular we: People from this particular 
group. (Entrevistas 222) 
In the next section of the interview she complains about not being credited for work on the “I” 
and the “we” because she has been talking about it since 1988, but people had started talking 
about without crediting her. I think part of the problem is that the communal “I” is not something 
she was thinking about alone. It is present from the very first utterance of exclusion in American 
autobiography, and many writers from the margins have grappled with it along the way. She 
perhaps pushed the boundaries on the pronouns, but her most important contribution to this 
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tension are her structural interventions for using her singular “I” voice and vision to navigate the 
writing of the communal state of “in between.” Borderlands and much of Anzaldúa’s work 
crosses borders in leaps and bounds from her autobiographical “I” story to communal “I” history 
to philosophy to self-help to mythology, but in the excerpt above she belies the core of her 
project. She makes meaning and uses old tools in new ways and new combinations to extract the 
meaning but also to represent it. It is the nepantalismo wisdom of in between states that she 
means for the structure to reassert. If the reader is to understand nepantalismo and the 
borderlands, Anzaldúa insists they experience the condition of feeling “in between” 
understanding and confusion, certainty and insecurity, in the actual text. Anzaldúa creates this 
encounter through structural choices that facilitate proximity with that which is not familiar and 
seemingly other or foreign, and asks that readers “meet her halfway.” 
Finally, Anzaldúa offers her own “autohistorias” along with Aztec Goddesses with long 
difficult names to create work where the foreign/singular, if you stay in it and swim in its “alien 
waters,” can become intimate and communal. In this way she complicates the notion of the 
“master’s tools” using everything from the Aztec mythology, to the heroic journey, to 
footnotes in a borderless structural reconstruction of the lost and undervalued. In Anzaldúa’s 
work, the autobiographical serves as material for a structural challenge that theorizes new 
spaces for cultural contact and fusion that do not demand acculturation and assimilation. 
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1This Bridge Called My Back was published by Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press and Borderlands 
was published by spinsters aunt lute. (The lower case was part of their aesthetic though inconsistently 
used.) 
2 Although the book is clearly intended to be both political and a work of art, and many argue that all art 
is political, it is important to notice the ways in which the art in all of these works is often submerged 
beneath the considerations of their politics. 
3 Disclosed in an essay title “Genesis: On the Writing of Borderlands” 191 in the Gloria Anzaldúa 
Reader. 
4 Bakhtin is one of many theorists to explore the notion of the contextualization of language when he 
notes that “language is not learned from a dictionary, but from your surroundings.” This proves to be an 
interesting idea to explore in the concept of the “master’s tools” since Lorde is clearly pointing to the fact 
that cultural context is weighted with power and domination. In fact, many of the writers I am looking at 
learned one or more languages in their surroundings and one in school (the dictionary) that could be 
termed “the master’s” tool. Anzaldúa attempts to use them all. 
5 What books? Mostly books by Anglo authors…she makes frequent mention of her obsession with Jane 
Eyre. This is a fraught landscape for all of these writers educated in mainstream culture while navigating 
marginalized communities. Fascinating possibilities open up for considering how writers of my 
generation and beyond, exposed to African American men and women authors, and writers like Anzaldúa, 
will be able to say about reading. In fact a book of reader responses to her work is very revealing in this 
respect. 
6 Especially interesting to consider the Arizona book banning that labeled books by and about Chicanos as 
divisive and seeking to overthrow the American Government. Mexican American Studies programs were 
dismantled and the books carted out (deported) of classrooms and locked in closets (detention centers). It 
has since been overturned as unconstitutional but sparked a whole book “smuggling” movement called 
“Libro traficantes” in which Chicano authors would cross the Arizona border with contraband books in 
the trunk. 
7 AnaLousie Keating takes great pains to repeat that Anzaldúa goes beyond Borderlands and ethnic 
identity in all the forwards to her later published works. It feels like an attempt to expand her audience, 
but also a distancing that does not always feel authentic to Anzaldúa’s work itself. 
8 Namely, the linear Eurocentric storyline of the self as a singular achievement presented in a standard 
prestige language. 
9 “Feels true” refers to both the writer and the reader, but in this context it is referring to the awareness 
these writers have that their truth is not always believed or valued and that awareness, therefore, creates 
unique aesthetic pressures to communicate the self that emerges under compromised conditions of power, 
authority and self-determination. In simple terms how can you authorize a self to tell a true story and 
claim the conditions that compromised it? Gates deals with this in the work of Douglass when he writes: 
“Never does Douglass allow us to witness his development as a person, precisely because he argues that 
he was fully formed despite the horrors and brutalities of slavery. Paradoxically, Douglass argues that the 
self of the enslaved had suffered no essential damage (and this so that the authority the narrator claimed 
would not be diminished) and simultaneously that slavery did indeed work great damage upon all who 
dwelled in it” (111). 
10 Many have argued that in fact the work of writers like Audre Lorde and Gloria Anzaldúa came into a 
“borderland” of popular and academic writing that was made accessible to a larger audience precisely 
because it was originally published by feminists presses willing to experiment and seeking to blur these 
lines and change access to distribution and dissemination of ideas. 
11 Important to note Maureen Murdoch’s feminist intervention in The Heroine’s Journey. Equally 
important is the limitations of that work for women from marginalized communities that may not see 
themselves reflected in the father’s daughter trajectory she establishes as necessitating a return to the 
mother. In fact, Anzaldúa and Kingston offer heroic journeys that focus exclusively on both 
individuation and return that spend very little, if any, time on the father and generate the notion that the 
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heroic journey was never exclusively masculine in the first place, simply rendered that way by 
Campbell. 
12 Note the italics in titles are the author’s use of italics so as to keep her titles in tact as she published 
them. 
13 Campbell’s: Departure, Initiation, and Return. 
14 It is the Nahuatl word meaning “legendary ancestral home” of the Aztecs and the Nahuatl word for 
people from Aztlan is Aztecah. However, through Spanish colonization these references collapsed as part 
of a wider effort to erase the history, and there is some doubt that it ever existed despite records of its 
existence dating back to colonial Spanish records. Like El Dorado and other colonial fantasies recorded as 
history, the distilling of fact from the colonial imaginary remains a daunting task. 
15 Los Tigeres del Norte are the band and explained in her footnotes as a conjunto band. 
16 This is a practice currently under intense scrutiny with well-known writers like Junot Diaz ditching the 
italics for words in Spanish completely. 
17 Forbes was Professor Emeritus of Native American Studies at the University of California Davis, 
formed one of the first Native American Studies Departments in the country, and was of 
Powhatan-Renape/Delaware-Lenape descent. 
18 Smith, Watson, Olney, Eakin et al. 
19 It is also the time when the cultural wars are brewing, the “outsiders” are storming the gates, and the 
pushback is strong. 
20 There is extensive documentation about Anzladua’s health struggles, frequent financial difficulties, and 
insecure lifestyle as a visiting scholar moving from school to school and speaking gig to speaking gig 
with no full time position. 
21 Chapter 3, “Women’s Story and the Engenderings of Self Representation” in A Poetics of Women’s 
Autobiographies (1987). 
22 From the anthology Bridging (2011). 
23 This is also aligned with Campbell’s own proclamation that everyone is a hero on their own journey, 
and the structures he provides are meant to shed light on the stages we all endure. 
24 This was, and remains, a diverse and vast expanse of intellectual terrain that seeks to connect the lost 
matriarchies, and the worship of the feminine divine to the subordination and abuse of women as part of 
the violent upheaval of patriarchal rule through their overtaking of the feminine divine, the worship of 
female deities, and the destruction of the centrality of priestesses and female healers ( including through 
the mass extermination of “witches.”) There are areas of expertise as far ranging as the connection to 
archetypal psychology and the catastrophic destruction of the environment. It is important not to 
oversimplify this intellectual movement of recovery of female knowledge to the limited sphere of the 
seventies and eighties or the women’s spiritualty movement, though it certainly got its start there. 
25 She was diagnosed in infancy with a rare hormonal disorder that triggered premature puberty, including 
monthly menses from the age of six.(http://www.anb.org/articles/16/16-03593.html). 
26 In one chapter she tells personal traumas in 2nd person with alternating commentary to connect the stories from her “life” 
to a level of the process of re-integration from the mythology. 
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Chapter 4 
Jesús Colón: Writing Puerto Ricans into Radical Spaces 
Jesús Colón arrives in New York City in 1918, a year after Puerto Ricans were declared 
American Citizens by the Jones Act on March 2, 1917. He is one of the earliest arrivals before 
the mass migration of Puerto Ricans to come in the1940s and 1950s,1 and unquestionably one of 
the most influential leaders in the formation of a Puerto Rican literary, cultural, and political 
landscape in New York City. Colón has been called the father of Nuyorican Literature though he 
never used that description in his writing. His creation of countless political and cultural 
organizations begins the work of cultivating a Puerto Rican and Latina/o identity on the east 
coast of the United States that is rooted in identifying as a collective. Although his most notable 
public achievement is seen as the publication of his book, A Puerto Rican in New York, in 1961,2 
I would argue his archive, scrupulously maintained by him and his wife Concha Colón, is his 
most complete autobiographical work. It reveals his life’s work in the community, his 
bicultural/bilingual voice as a journalist in the radical alternative press, and his singular “I” in his 
letters. These love letters also provide a view of his coming into his own as a writer. This 
exceptional archive dates from 1901-1974 and currently fills 21.52 cubic feet at the Center for 
Puerto Rican Studies at Hunter College. The archive also indicates a self-awareness about his 
role in the shaping of a community, which I argue makes it an autobiographical act deeply linked 
to the communal “I.” 
Despite all of this, Colón remains relatively unknown, dramatically under  read and 
examined by scholars, and does not form part of the diversity canon that has taken shape thus far, 
nor does he form part of the emerging Latina/o Literature canon either. His inclusion in my 
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analysis is based on questions of both how he handled the issues of inclusion and exclusion for 
Puerto Ricans in his own writing, but also the ways in which he has been excluded as a voice in 
the canon. Some attribute this to his radical politics and his life as an active member in the 
Communist Party and his philosophical break with Muñoz Marin, the first Puerto Rican 
Governor of Puerto Rico and a national hero. It is essential to understand the colonial political 
status of Puerto Ricans in the United States to comprehend the ways in which Colón’s politics 
would limit his viability for “communal representation.” It is also a case of difficulty positioning 
the genre of his work in a theoretical framework. Colón did not write fiction, but his work was 
not strictly memoir or autobiographical either. However, using the concepts of autobiography 
studies to read his work, particularly Paul Eakin’s work on differentiating self and identity and 
Smith and Watson’s work on the four autobiographical “I”s, allows us to see the uses he makes 
of his own story to articulate both communal and individual exclusion and belonging. This 
places his work in a long American literary tradition while simultaneously making his bilingual 
archive a historical and literary record of the condition Juan Gonzalez termed “Puerto Ricans: 
Citizens Yet Foreigners.”3 
Jesús Colón was also writing about the conflicts and challenges of intersectionality long 
before the word was in use, and he was demanding recognition of his various “I”s in all of his 
autobiographical and journalism work. He demanded a space for his politics (International 
Communist and Puerto Rican Nationalist), his race (Black), his ethnicity and national identity 
(Puerto Rican under colonial occupation), and his identity as a writer, activist, and intellectual. In 
his use of crónicas (vignettes), he selected a form that does not promise resolution or offer a 
master narrative so much as it creates windows or glimpses into and around his life—and 
through his own, that of the Puerto Ricans in New York. 
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Jesús Colón was not exaggerating the open hostility expressed towards Puerto Ricans in 
the late 40s through the mid-sixties. In 1961, when he writes in his preface that “Not one of the 
statistical studies and dramatic presentations conveys the slightest idea of the significant 
historical heritage of the Puerto Rican people,” he has been in NYC for more than fifty years. 
The articles about the Puerto Ricans he is referring to have titles such as “City Puerto Ricans: 
Complex Problem” (NYT Oct 1949) and “Officials Worried by Influx of Migrant Puerto Ricans” 
(NYT Aug 1947).4 The media, however, was not alone in pathologizing the Puerto Rican 
migration; Columbia University and C. Wright Mills had produced a sociological study of them 
by 1951, a mere five years after the largest numbers began arriving. The site then for Jesús 
Colón’s autobiographical intervention is not just New York City, but a city in which the Puerto 
Ricans felt watched, unwanted, and ostracized despite their American citizenship. This was a 
group that included vast numbers that arrived with job offers and plane tickets from factories 
looking for cheap labor. As Gonzalez explains, “... both the U.S. and Puerto Rican governments 
encouraged emigration as a safety valve to prevent further unrest on the island. Labor recruiters 
wound through the poorest neighborhoods, loudspeakers mounted atop their cars, offering jobs in 
the United States and the travel fare to get there” (89). The idea of a dangerous mass migration 
that played out in the headlines was severed from the ways in which the migration was officially 
encouraged to destroy the independence movement in Puerto Rico. Colon positions his work as 
remedy for the misrepresentation: “The sketches that follow are a modest attempt by a Puerto 
Rican who has lived in New York many years—always among his own people—through the 
medium of personal experience to throw a little light on how Puerto Ricans in this city really 
feel, think, work and live” (10). He authenticates his authority by mentioning he has lived among 
his people, meaning that he did not pass into the white enclaves where light skin Puerto Ricans 
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frequently migrated if they could and that what he writes should reflect on the whole community 
since he never left it. 
Autobiography from the margins is situated in contested space; it occupies cultural space 
where exclusion and belonging is at work on multiple levels. When Colon makes clear that he 
has always “lived among his people,” he is making a claim that living among “them” gives him 
the authority to write about the “Real Puerto Ricans.” His being situated physically among them, 
though distinguished from them by his politics and writing, is part of his claim to a factual 
accounting of the Puerto Ricans that he credits with inspiring his writing in English. Hence, 
Smith and Watson’s argument that “Site, then, more actively than notions of place and setting, 
speaks to the situatedness of autobiographical narration” is deeply relevant for Jesús Colón. 
Colón undertakes a task to replace a growing media image of an uneducated Puerto Rican on 
welfare who never fought for his country or independence with an image of a radical self- 
educated, hardworking, politically active Puerto Rican routinely marginalized by the racist and 
colonialist attitudes and laws of the United States.5 
Colón is explicitly writing to counter the negative image of Puerto Ricans generated by 
the mainstream press, and so it is a journalistic eye and format that he uses to construct his 
narrative style. Even when writing about his childhood in Puerto Rico, he gives an account of 
events, not family stories. In fact, he never mentions his parents or siblings till he gets to stories 
that take place in New York City. Colón is building the case, much like an extended opinion 
piece, that we don’t really know the Puerto Ricans. A Puerto Rican in New York and Other 
Sketches is meant to set the record straight by establishing things through the kind of journalistic 
observation columnist use to make opinion seem like fact. The stories were also published as 
columns in The Daily Worker and other progressive and radical newspapers in English and 
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Spanish. The relationship between journalism, working class politics, and the Puerto Ricans 
shapes the autobiographical story Colón tells from the start. He reports the stories of his 
childhood starting with the “reader” in the tabaquero factory outside his window, the first strike 
he observes as a grammar school student, the first strike he organizes as a grammar school 
student, his first “writing award” when his letter is chosen to express the mourning of the class 
over the death of another classmate’s mother, and the first newspaper he founds and writes in 
high school. His childhood in the book is limited to a series of events related to class struggle 
and reported with great detail and specificity that is suspect in autobiography, especially when 
present in stories from childhood, a time of notorious memory loss and conflict. Colón is 
effectively prioritizing his ideological “I” and authorizing his childhood as a site of progressive 
political coming of age. As Smith and Watson explain, “Contexts are charged politically. Thus 
remembering also has politics. There are struggles over who is authorized to remember and what 
they are authorized to remember, struggles over what is forgotten, both personally and 
collectively” (18). 
Colón refuses to entertain nostalgia for Puerto Rico. There are no rolling green hills, palm 
trees, coconuts, guavas, or musicians in the background. There are no chickens and lizards or 
coquis (the tiny frog that becomes a nostalgic national symbol of Puerto Rican voice and 
uniqueness). There are no beloved mothers, wives, or abuelas in the kitchen and no ethnic dishes 
on the stove. 6 Colón does not engage his personal nostalgia, which must have been acute at 
times and does appear in his letters in the archives. He attempts to tell his story like a reporter, 
documenting his world and his people, trying to replace the false information of mainstream 
media with autobiographical “facts” from his childhood and life in New York City. 
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Of the fifty five vignettes in A Puerto Rican from New York only the first four are from 
his childhood and only those four take place in Puerto Rico. His childhood never appears again 
in the book. The childhood stories have titles like, “A Voice Through the Window,” “My First 
Literary Venture,” “My First Strike,” and “The Way to Learn”(Colón 9-17). 
His opening lines for each are equally “newsish” in their attempt to create a story that is 
the communal “I’s” and his own. 
When I was a boy in Cayey, my hometown in Puerto Rico, we lived in a house in back of 
which was a big cigar factory. Every morning starting around ten, a clear, strong voice 
coming from the big factory came through my window. It had a tinge of the oratorical in 
it (11). 
The building used by the grammar school had been a military armory during the time the 
Spanish government occupied Puerto Rico (15). 
After the school authorities in San Juan Puerto Rico condemned the old Spanish soldiers 
barracks, between San Francisco and Luna Streets, corner Tanca, so they could build a 
new school on its site,…(17). 
Through these four crónicas we get the story of Colon’s birth as a radical, a 
journalist/writer, and an activist when he organizes a strike in school. Colón is reporting these 
developments as essentially Puerto Rican, and avoids all the later hallmarks of “autobiography 
as anthropology” where the foods, smells, and language of a marginalized culture play a role in 
both revealing the sites of autobiographical writing to the reader and authenticating the writer as 
a ”genuine” representative of that community. A central and frequently misunderstood aspect of 
autobiographies from the margins is the way writers engage the senses as a way to hear and feel 
and smell authenticity by showing difference as a foundation for both belonging and exclusion.  
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The details are often used to demonstrate both the ways the writers belong to their home cultures 
and the ways they are excluded from their adopted culture—and then frequently excluded from 
both. As the writers become more assimilated into the adopted culture but are never quite 
accepted in the mainstream culture, each has to contend with the communal “I” pressure of 
representing their “place” in both cultures.7 Colón is reporting autobiographically what he 
considers untold, not nostalgic, and attempts to factually reconstruct Puerto Rico and Puerto 
Ricans as radical intellectuals. He relies on the formalities and structures of the implicit 
newsroom to get distance from his own childhood so that it might reflect more broadly on all 
Puerto Ricans. This begins to hint at the practice of using the singular “I’ experience as a 
communal “I” defense. 
Windows as a Framing Device and Jesús Colón’s Stated Intentions for Writing 
The theme or metaphor of windows is a useful one to consider the many ways one can 
look inside of a house from any number of windows and really see only a tiny aspect of 
the house. It would not tell you much to look through the window of a teenage boy’s room about 
the room where his sister lives or his parents or the kitchen. In much the same way, it is 
impossible to look at “a group” or “a people” based on how one member of that group attempts 
to tell an autobiographical story despite the popularity of this approach in “multicultural” 
curriculums everywhere. Crónicas structurally offer this kind of window peek in without any 
attempt to totalize any gran idea.8 They are purposefully short, focused, and reveal small slice of 
life details. This format allows us to look inside various “rooms” in the lives of Puerto Ricans in 
New York through a lens of focused attention on Jesús Colón’s life, but not a narrative totality. 
The window also plays an important part in Colon’s own story as he claims his education began 
by hearing from the window in his bedroom the hired reader in a tobacco factory reading out 
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loud to the workers. Having a paid reader is a well-documented practice among tobacco workers, 
but he uses it to great political and autobiographical effect.9 He connects his earliest literacy 
training among radical workers with his adult life at the end of the vignette entitled “A Voice 
Through the Window” in which he writes, “I still hear this voice through the window of my 
childhood…Sometimes in Spanish, most of the time in English, from the halls and squares of 
this New York of ours…Always the same voice of the reader of my boyhood memories.”10 The 
window of his bedroom has become the “window of his childhood,” and he hears it “mostly 
in English” in New York, but this does not diminish the import of where he heard it first: 
Cayey, Puerto Rico. 
Colón is making an important literary move to link his radicalization and his literacy not 
to his life in New York amongst the communist and fellow internationalist, but instead to his 
small town in Puerto Rico.11 This is critical to his project of making visible what he believes has 
been obscured about Puerto Ricans during their migration to New York City and over the entire 
course of their occupation by the United States. In reference to New Mexican women’s 
autobiography, Genaro Padilla explores the limits and expectations set upon the autobiographical 
“I” from marginalized communities. He asks, “What happens when the autobiographic impulse 
find’s its self-constitutive means undermined by the very discursive practices that make 
autobiographic textualization possible? What happens when an individual finds herself in a 
situation where memory is encouraged to imprint itself upon the page but only in a language and 
idiom of cultural otherness that marks its boundaries of permissible autobiographic utterance?” 
(Padilla 43). I am interested in the aesthetic construction of “redemption” and “reframing” of the 
Puerto Rican people that Colon undertakes through his “autobiographical utterances” and how he 
creates a communal “I” to do so. 
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Smith and Watson offer important interventions for thinking about the communal 
impulses in autobiography (2010). In particular, they note how applying the notions of 
autobiography as being coached or coaxed and the site of autobiography can mediate our 
understanding of Padilla’s observation and its impact on the radical political project of Jesús 
Colón’s autobiographical published work, as well as his legacy and impact upon the future of 
Latina/o Literature. My focus is on choices he makes about both form and language and how 
they are influenced by the confluence of work, political identity, and freedom in his writing. I 
argue that the pressure both to critique the United States’s actions in Puerto Rico and defend the 
Puerto Ricans in English while living in New York requires or “coaxes,” to use Smith and 
Watson’s term, him to construct a communal “I” as a fifth option to the four autobiographical 
“I”s.12 This move allows him to reveal not just his own experiences but, through them, the 
inclusion and exclusion of a community under siege from colonialism on the island and racism 
and discrimination in New York. 
Coached or Coaxed? 
Smith and Watson brilliantly align the narrative self with the autobiographical acts of 
daily life by examining the role and power of coaxing and coaching in the solicitation of 
autobiographical information (64). The examples offered exemplify the ways teachers, police 
officers, government forms, clubs, and associations, to name just a few, continually solicit, 
coach, and coax autobiographical information from people to get “their story” and to use that 
inferred story to inform institutional choices and decisions made about their fate. Thinking about 
these daily public and private autobiographical acts in relation to the textual analysis of 
formalized autobiographical writing illuminates how autobiography from marginalized  
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communities is determined by an implicit or explicit kind of coaxing and mediation. Something 
somewhere is said or done to spark the need or desire to tell a story not only of the self, but of 
self-defense. Smith and Watson argue: 
Global culture multiplies the possibilities for both coaxing and coercing life stories…[;] 
coaxing is more broadly diffused throughout a culture. Successive generations of 
immigrants in the United States, for example, have responded to the need to affirm for 
other Americans their legitimate membership in the nation by telling stories of 
assimilation. Some autobiographers publish their life stories in order to justify or 
defend…to “set the record straight.” (Reading Autobiography 66-67) 
This idea of coaxing and coercing an autobiographical act is a cornerstone for thinking about the 
specific political conditions to which Jesús Colón is responding. In the preface to his book in 
1961, Colon writes: 
Very little has been written about the Puerto Ricans in New York City….True, one 
may find voluminous studies and official reports in almost all the city’s departments 
but, on the one hand, these documents generally reduce the Puerto Ricans to statistical 
ups and downs on municipal charts, or, on the other, they are often left to gather dust in 
the archives…”13 
Frequently, Colon’s published and unpublished writing reads like a day in court for 
Puerto Ricans, an attempt to give a fair trial to those who, according to his analysis, have been 
roundly despised and misunderstood. It is a perfect example of trying to set a very public record 
straight. Colón establishes the range and scope of this attack when he writes: 
Some readers may have read one or another of the periodic series on “The Puerto Rican 
Problem” that keep recurring in the New York press, from the Long Island Newsday to 
The New York Times. Even magazines like Fortune, Harper’s, and The New Yorker have 
found it expedient on occasion to provide their readers with elaborate highly-documented 
“surveys” of the “difficult” problem of the unwanted, inassimilable Puerto Ricans. We 
Puerto Ricans have even been subjected to treatment in the Broadway drama and a 
fabulously successful musical show. But invariably this treatment harps on what is 
superficial and sentimental, transient and ephemeral, or bizarre and grotesque in Puerto 
Rican life- and always out of context with the real history, culture and traditions of my 
people.14 
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Colon’s preface is only ten short paragraphs, but he uses it exclusively to set up the conditions he 
perceives as provoking him to take up the autobiographical project. It is important to consider the 
various sources and conditions of autobiographical writing. In the work of Jesús Colón, it is vital 
to consider the direct attributions he gives for certain choices that he makes and who he believes 
his audience to be. Again Padilla’s work sheds light onto the notion of coercion as he explains, 
“Should a native New Mexican wish to write about native culture during the first half of the 
twentieth century, she or he would be coerced (perhaps without anyone verbally or otherwise 
directly coercing) into composing a text…determined by the overwhelmingly nonnative 
discursive world through which one moved” (47). Colón was writing and publishing in a largely 
nonnative discursive world, and making the choice to write in English is one of his first difficult 
choices. Though his intention is to shed light on the real world in which he lived and grew in 
Spanish, and Spanish is his first and most fluent language which can be seen in his letters in his 
archive, it is clear that he is writing to a group of English-speaking white Americans who almost 
universally looked down on Puerto Ricans.15 Whatever autobiographical “I” narratives Colón 
may long to tell, he is clearly constructing an autobiographical argument mediated by the 
audience coaxing it out of him in response to the narrative they are building about him and his 
community. 
Consider Colón explaining his decision to write in English. In his archives there is a 
typed formal essay labeled section 1/assignment 1 entitled: Why I am Studying Writing.16 The 
essay is a basic attempt to give his biography as a writer. It is only two pages long and it is odd if 
only because of its timing. In it he writes, “In January I will be sixty five.” 17 Since he was born 
in 1901, this essay would have been written in 1966, a full five years after the publication of his 
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first book. The essay points to many things about his writing: his writing in English was a 
conscious and political decision, his writing in English had persistent ESL errors (though the 
voice, creativity, and style remain distinctively his own) that were clearly edited out by someone 
for his published work, and he was, at the age of sixty five, still exploring the very reason he 
ever decided to write in English: “I am a Puerto Rican. If I write better English, I will be in a 
better position to counteract the misconceptions that are written almost every day about the 
Puerto Ricans in the United States.”18 
This positioning clearly aligns Colón’s project with what Foucault called “returns of 
knowledge,” which he explains as “… knowledges that have been disqualified as insufficiently 
elaborated knowledges… that are below the required level of erudition or scientificity” 
(Foucault 7). Even though his English was weaker and required more effort to produce, Colón 
arguably wrote in English in an attempt to counter the “erudite and scientific” portrait being 
created about Puerto Ricans through sociological studies and journalism. He was telling his 
story in a language he was still learning to recover historical content that had been buried. 
Several vignettes in his collection are attempts at “recovering” subjugated knowledge in his 
own cultural milieu, including the history of Latin America, the radical culture of Puerto 
Ricans, and the tabaqueros, and race relations on the island. A Puerto Rican in New York and 
Other Sketches is an example of using autobiography as an act of restorative justice or trying to 
bring to light that which is obscured for the purposes of subjugating a group by making their 
history invisible. In colonialism, this process made language a weapon of choice. Ngugi wa 
Thiong’o writes, “In my view language was the most important vehicle through which that 
power fascinated and held the soul prisoner. The bullet was the means of the physical 
subjugation. Language was the means of the spiritual subjugation” (9). Since he is making this  
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statement to argue against the use of English in African countries for the creation of national 
literatures, considering it in the context of Colón actually choosing to write in English about 
Puerto Ricans in New York who primarily spoke and read in Spanish allows us to see the 
impulse of the communal “I” to structurally represent the tensions of exclusion. The echoes of 
Douglass in Colón’s thinking are clear: if he writes well in English, not only his stories but his 
very language will reflect well on all the Puerto Ricans. 
Colón worked mostly low wage jobs all of his life, finished high school in night school in 
Brooklyn, but went no further in his formal education. He remained a committed and active 
communist all of his life (marked by being called to testify in the US Senate at the hearings on 
Un American Activities), and regularly wrote anti-imperialist, anti-racist, and pro-labor articles 
for leftist and socialist newspapers and magazines. This “life story” in English positions him to 
simultaneously forge the path ahead for a new generation of Puerto Rican writers born in New 
York City and to take up the case for the Puerto Ricans who had arrived in NYC and had to 
negotiate a predominantly hostile and nonnative world in English.19  I would argue, however, 
that for Colon the choice of language, though coerced, was also political and autobiographical. 
Flores explains: 
Jesús Colón, by contrast, was writing of Puerto Ricans who were in New York to 
stay, and whose life drama came to hinge less on their sense of contrast with the 
Island than on their individual and collective interaction with North American 
Society…The simple English prose of A Puerto Rican in New York takes us 
beyond the novelty of arrival and its lingering aftermath to the Puerto Ricans 
digging in and taking stock of their altered historical situation in its own right. 
(Flores, XV) 
Jesús Colón was born in Puerto Rico just one year after a public school system is initiated by the 
United States in Puerto Rico. The Spanish authority that had ruled for more than five hundred 
years had never made the effort to establish widespread public education, and as a result, even  
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the Spanish language itself was a contentious marker of class and race mostly attached to white 
Puerto Rican families of upper-middle-class backgrounds.20 This is a critical element in 
understanding why the autobiographical story of Colon’s “education” through the window must 
be linked not to the school system in Puerto Rico (which is an arm of the U.S. government and 
against which he organizes his first “strike”) or his life in NYC, which is also the U.S., but to 
the radical self-educated working class Puerto Rican tabaqueros and their traditions of having 
paid readers in their factories. 
When I was a boy in Cayey, my hometown in Puerto Rico, we lived in a house in back of 
which was a big cigar factory. Every morning, starting around ten, a clear, strong voice 
coming from the big factory came through my window….One morning…I went through 
the backyard to one of the ground floor windows of the cigar factory….I came to know 
that the man up on the platform was responsible for the clear strong voice. He was called 
“El Lector”—the Reader. His job was to read to cigar makers while they were rolling 
cigars. The workers paid fifteen to twenty five cents each per week to the reader. (11) 
This is the first element of establishing a communal “I” in that he is trying to build a lineage and 
legacy of literacy and intellectual development that is distinct both from Spanish colonial rule 
and American colonial rule and not through his own exceptionalism (being a great student 
which he was, but mentions only once), but rather through his formation in the arms of the 
working class Puerto Ricans. Most dramatically, he is setting himself and the trajectory of his 
radical career in politics and writing as being initiated as a child by the communal efforts of the 
working class to educate themselves. As an autodidact himself, he is recovering a history of 
education as belonging to the people. He uses his childhood story to establish a unique Puerto 
Rican identity that does not originate in either colonial strife or migration, but in the class 
struggles between Puerto Ricans on the island and the various colonizers under which they 
struggle, including the white, upper-middle class of Puerto Ricans that act as their gatekeepers. 
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The story presents him as the “son and student” of radical self-educated manual laborers which 
he goes on to become. He mentions that the reader reads the papers in the morning and then an 
excerpt from “a novel by Zola, Balzac, Hugo or from a book by Kropotkin, Malatesta or Karl 
Marx. Famous speeches like Castelar’s or Spanish Classical Novels like Cervantes’ Don Quixote 
were also read aloud by “El Lector” (11). Again he positions his education as a political one, 
connected to radical European thinkers and separate from the American imperialist project and 
with some distance from the historical value of Spanish literature. It is a short vignette, but at 
three pages one of the longer ones in the collection. If in fact this is a memory from boyhood, 
having been born in 1901, it would have to have occurred somewhere between 1905 and 1912, 
after which point he is no longer in Cayey, but in an American run public school in San Juan.21 
This is significant in understanding the role of the many autobiographical “I”s present in this 
story. The story is revealing some aspect of the real historical “I” in that he did live in Cayey and 
there was a famous tobacco factory there. He is revealing the ideological and narrating “I” with 
his adult commitment to a political rendering of education and coming to consciousness. He is 
also revealing something about the narrated “I” when he shows himself as a young boy following 
his curiosity by going up to the window of the factory. However, in the total impact of this story 
he is communicating a communal “I” by restoring the political and educated Puerto Rican to 
community memory. Consider Colon’s project in the context of this quote from Education 
Commisioner Martin Brumbaugh’s first report on establishing a public school system in Puerto 
Rico in 1900: 
A majority of the people…do not speak pure Spanish. Their language is a patois almost 
unintelligible to the natives of Barcelona and Madrid. It possesses no literature and little 
value as an intellectual medium. There is a bare possibility that it will be nearly as easy to 
educate these people out of their patois into English as it will be to educate them into the 
elegant tongue of Castile. Only from the very small intellectual minority in Puerto Rico, 
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trained in Europe and imbued with European ideals of education and government, have 
we to anticipate any active resistance to the introduction of the American System and the 
English language. (Walsh 8) 
It can be assumed that Colón never read this excerpt from the report, but without a doubt he 
encountered its many layered prejudices at every level of his life. He was a black Puerto Rican 
from a working class family. It was precisely him, and all those like him, that the Spanish, then 
the Spanish educated white upper class Puerto Ricans, then the Americans looked at as having no 
“real” language. Since the spoken Spanish of the Puerto Ricans possessed “no literature and little 
value as an intellectual medium,” it makes sense to consider Jesús Colón’s autobiographical 
project impossible in Spanish. He states it clearly in the preface: 
So the Puerto Ricans-over half a million of us! Remain unsung, unheralded and 
practically unknown to their fellow New Yorkers, except through a filter of an 
assiduously cultivated hostility, distrust and ignorance…There is no inkling of our 
international outlook, our solidarity with the struggles of other peoples, especially our 
sense of identity with the peoples of Latin America. There is no hint of the deep 
traditions of striving for freedom and progress that pervade our daily life. (10) 
Colón argues that the story of Puerto Ricans has never been told, but negative stories about 
Puerto Ricans, especially during the mass migration to the U.S., abound and are constructing a 
narrative he must counter. It is clear that Colón sets himself the task of telling a communal story, 
but not a history. Colón writes against the perceived vacuum of a people with “no literature” who 
speak a language with “no intellectual value.” However, he does it in English, and he is the first 
Puerto Rican to do so. This brings up a host of questions because he tells a story to a specific 
audience, and he chooses to tell this story in the language they will understand, but it is also the 
language that inherently carries their power. Although he tells a story about a community in 
crisis and transition ( Puerto Ricans in NY), and writing in English kept him from that very 
audience, he also separates himself from the Upper Class White Puerto Ricans and the “pure” 
174
Spanish they used to keep the working class in Puerto Rico from having any “real” language. 
Colón learns English in Progressive-Era New York City in the company of internationalists and 
radicals who speak many languages. By writing in English, he is communicating a new found 
power against the upper white middle class in Puerto Rico. English is both limiting and liberating 
as it will be for generations of Puerto Ricans to come. He is also writing into existence the 
imagined community of English-speaking Puerto Ricans that emerges around him. 
Colon’s work sets the stage for Puerto Ricans in New York to call themselves Puerto 
Rican writers (Puerto Rican American would be redundant as all Puerto Ricans are American 
citizens), and to put the concerns and struggles of Puerto Ricans in New York on equal footing 
with those on the island. However, he does not spend much time writing about the issue of 
language, and when he does, he sheds interesting light on the struggle of those first Puerto 
Ricans who arrived in New York City long before Spanish was the unofficial second language. 
In his forward to the second edition,22 Flores writes that what distinguished Colon’s writings 
from the early Puerto Rican writers who began to write about Puerto Ricans in New York up 
through the fifties was that he wrote in English: 
A Puerto Rican in New York, it seems, was the first book length literary or semi- 
literary treatment of the subject to appear in English. Not that Colón abandoned 
Spanish or meant to suggest any preference for English: he continued to write and 
carry out much of his activity in his native tongue…. But his choice to draft his 
only book in English was a significant one: more than an issue of language, it 
signals deeper differences with his literary peers of the 1950’s, as well as an 
anticipation of the New York based literature of the ensuing decades. (Flores XV) 
Flores’s attempt to make it seem that selecting English for a Puerto Rican writer is “…more than 
an issue of language” misses the entire point of the powerful issue language represents. As 
Thiong’o would argue, “Language, any language, has a dual character: it is both a means of 
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communication and a carrier of culture” (13). Language for Puerto Ricans is never only about 
language and is always about oppression, colonialism, and national/cultural identity. Colon 
begins a long legacy of Puerto Rican writers coming of age to discover that both languages they 
possess are languages imposed by colonial relationships. First, Spanish is imposed and becomes 
over time (five hundred years give or take) the native tongue, which they proceed to turn into 
their own rejected “patois,” then English, and all of its political exigencies, is the imposed and 
resisted language. However, both languages have been fraught with colonial legacies of 
imposition and issues of status in relation to a conquering power. 
For Puerto Ricans in New York, language becomes a site of both conflict and new 
alternatives. English, attached to politically progressive and radical groups, becomes a way to 
critique the colonial infrastructure the upper-middle class in Puerto Rico supports in Spanish. 
The use of English, beyond the obvious needs for jobs and survival, allows Puerto Rican writers 
to engage with anti-imperial and insurgent political consciousness on a wider scale. Colón aligns 
himself with the international socialist movement just as years later The Young Lords are aligned 
with the Black Power movement precisely because they embrace English as part of the arsenal of 
tools in their struggle. At the same time, fighting to retain Spanish becomes a way to reject 
American imperialism and demand recognition for citizenship forced upon them before they ever 
left the island or learned a word of English. Colón’s decision to use English for his only 
published book and the Nuyorican Poets insistence on employing the code switching “Spanglish” 
are both radical moves. Neither one operates as assimilation or a refusal to assimilate, but instead 
both choices operate to decentralize language as sites of colonial power. Colón is writing in 
English but in radical communist newspapers and for the advancement of a socialist agenda. This 
is not the assimilation Americans have in mind when they say “learn English.” “Spanglish” 
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quickly becomes interpreted by both English and Spanish speakers as an inability to speak either 
language properly, but it should be seen as a resistance to the notions of cultural “purity” and 
colonial status. The Nuyorican poets were openly militant about their refusal to seek acceptance 
or permission either from Puerto Rico and Spanish language literary production or American 
English literary production. In “Graduation Speech” by Tato Laviera he writes: 
i think in Spanish 
i write in English 
i want to go back to puerto rico 
but I wonder if my kink could live 
in ponce, mayaguez and carolina 
tengo las venas aculturadas 
escribo en Spanglish (1979) (The Latino Reader 379) 
Laviera creates a new space of linguistic and political possibilities as he speaks of 
thinking in one language and writing in the other, wanting to return to Puerto Rico but 
wondering if his “kink” (racially symbolic term for unprocessed afro-textured hair) could live in 
certain towns in Puerto Rico, a clear critique of race relations on the island, and then finally 
saying his veins are acculturated (as if to say that literally two languages run through his veins, 
not his brain, implying that the relationship with both runs deeper than just linguisitic 
bilingualism) and closing with “he writes in Spanglish.” For Colón, language is not an object of 
ongoing observation, which it does become for the Nuyorican Poets twenty years later. For 
Colón, it is a choice and a tool that is linked to his politics, his location, and his experience of 
coaxing and coercion, however implicit. He claims both his Puerto Rican identity and his New 
York geographic location as the title of his book clearly states, A Puerto Rican in New York. 
Although, as Flores states, Colón maintains a writing life and personal correspondence in 
Spanish all of his life, he writes and publishes in English as both performance for an audience 
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that needs help “seeing the real Puerto Ricans” as well as an act of integration into the 
international communist and socialist political scene. His participation in those radical centers 
contesting power feels vital to his project of making working-class Puerto Ricans in New York 
and Puerto Rican independence on the island visible. In short, he does not feel his Spanish is 
threatened by his English, and does not spend much time defending the use of either, though he 
does feel the need to explain his choice to write in English in his “autobiographical” assignment 
many years later. 
This bring us to a central point of conflict in all of the autobiographies from the margins I 
have examined thus far and back to Audre Lorde’s famous comment on the master’s tools being 
unable to dismantle the master’s house. Who is the intended audience of these autobiographical 
utterances? How do they serve to both elevate and undermine the very communities/individuals 
they are understood to represent? It is essential to examine the ways in which Colón’s unique 
book operates as an autobiography but also as political propaganda, progressive era history, and 
a restorative public relations campaign for Puerto Ricans. Padilla argues that, “Given the 
discursive domination to which the subordinate cultural self must make cultural supplication if it 
wishes to survive in any form, the imprinted self is likely to be a representation that discloses 
intense cultural self-deceit, political fear and masked self-identity” (43). These are harsh words 
that would seem to almost dismiss any possibility of value or authenticity in autobiographies 
from the marginalized or the subordinated, but in fact that is not the intention behind his work. 
Padilla brings to the forefront the subtle ways in which the “I” is both controlled by and 
revealing of the mechanisms of its subordination. In many ways, Padilla is arguing along the 
lines of Paulo Friere’s “internalized oppressor” in reference to what is at work in each 
autobiography that seeks to illuminate the power divide between the subordinated and the  
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subordinator using the language and autobiographical form that are the tools of the subordinator. 
The effort to navigate that terrain also entails retaining a sense of dignity, truth telling and 
authenticity in relation to the community from which their own individual “I” emerges. Padilla, 
like Freire, argues that the self-subjected to such subordination must reckon with the ways in 
which he/she internalizes an oppressive lack of self-worth, and the worth of her community of 
origin, through the very tools she is using to articulate that worth to the subordinator. Padilla 
warns: 
The “I” is made alien to itself, existing as it does deeply embedded in a discursive world 
outside of its own making or control. We discover an “I” that reveals its incarceration 
within a network of discursive practices invented by cultural imperialists whose goal has 
been and still is to lock it into a cell of alien linguistic culture and ideology, into a 
consciousness that participates in its own submission, transformation and erasure. (43) 
Jesús Colón writes his autobiography from a place of tripled marginalization: as a 
colonial subject, though legally declared citizen of the United States, as a member of despised 
linguistic and cultural minority in New York City, and as a black man in America. I would also 
argued that poverty and class struggle also operate to intensify marginalization in each of those 
categories. How he fights his own submission and erasure is through a complex use of aesthetic 
strategies to reflect his own autobiography and individuality as a window onto the political and 
social world of Puerto Ricans claiming agency in very specific sites of autobiographical 
encounter and narrative. It is not just what has occurred, or what language is being used to 
communicate it, but where that defines his communal “I” and its many functions. 
Site of Autobiography 
As Smith and Watson explain it, “Sites of narration are both occasional and locational 
meaning both a literal place, and a moment in sociopolitical space and history” (69). This 
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suggests that we may want to consider the cultural work done by particular sites of narration and 
what narratives seem “credible” and “real” at specific sites of narration (Smith and Watson 69). 
In Colón’s case, the preponderance of working or job sites, humble and clean (Puerto Rican) 
homes, socialist gatherings, worker’s camps, or other worker/activist locations clearly situate us 
in the geographical area of the working class in New York City. It is also the sociopolitical space 
of the Progressive Era in the U.S. as well as the recent period just after U.S. intervention and 
colonization of Puerto Rico. Colón establishes a distinct site for a Puerto Rican in New York that 
is political, radical, and bicultural. Smith and Watson’s notion of credibility of narratives at 
specific sites is at the heart of Colón’s project. Part of the coercion to write or set the record 
straight is the responsibility Colón feels and expresses, to answer the mainstream media of the 
day in their presentation of the Puerto Rican community. In this way he is tasked with specifying 
New York City as a site that has been hostile to Puerto Ricans but to which the Puerto Ricans 
feel no hostility and hence to which they pose no imminent danger. Of course, this is a 
complicated and fraught terrain, as is widely understood in terms of the problems of 
representation placed upon writers from marginalized groups. The reality remains that despite 
Colón’s project of purposely using his life to rehabilitate the reputation of his group, most Puerto 
Ricans of his generation are not active in the Communist party nor are they reading The Daily 
Worker in English. They are more likely reading El Diario in Spanish, however, many, and 
perhaps a majority, are active in large memberships in several unions in New York City, and 
central to the growing power of the garment workers’ union (ILGWU) and the hospital worker’s 
union Local 1199. In thinking about the situatedness or the situations from which Colon’s 
writing emerges, his sense of purpose and style implicitly places his work in the context of 
“news” and even works to overturn the hyperbolic “expose” nature of the widespread articles on 
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the “Puerto Rican problem” by offering an alternative “expose”: the ordinary, simple, 
and politically active life of the average Puerto Rican. 
The explicit sites from which and about which Colon is writing include most prominently 
progressive era/working class NYC (Jobs, homes, work camps, Communists gatherings), Puerto 
Rican NYC (the homes and organizations where Puerto Ricans transmit their unique identities), 
and racist America (several vignettes deal directly and openly with racial prejudice.) As Smith 
and Watson explain, “sites establish expectations about the kind of stories that will be told and 
will be intelligible to others” (69). Since it is essential to present and make understood the Puerto 
Ricans as hard working people, Colón situates his stories in the very environments that make 
such stories possible or intelligible and authenticates himself by virtue of his personal connection 
to these same sites. In many ways this is one of the most profound aspects of the site of his 
autobiographical work. Colón does not write about Puerto Rico the island but embarks on 
creating an understanding of a Puerto Rican in New York. He also remained a low wage worker 
for most of his life and writes passionately about the abuse of workers and their situations, but 
not explicitly about his own poverty, which was of course the situation he was working within. 
Unlike later works by Puerto Rican writers like Pedro Pietri, Miguel Pinera, and Piri Thomas 
that focus on the “poverty” and the “ghettos” as a situation and location for their stories and 
poems, Colón is careful to cultivate a working class atmosphere that experiences poverty but is 
not defined by it. This is a crucial point of conflict. When writing about being abused and 
violated by the powerful, how does the autobiographer also maintain that though harmed they are 
not deformed by it? How do these writers from the margin disentangle themselves from the 
notions of homogeneity so prevalent in the discursive realm of the single narrative so deftly 
exploited by the powerful? It is one of the ways in which Colón seems to embody Gramsci’s 
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organic intellectual as one who is both vital to and physically present in the community about 
which he writes or thinks, but is also able to write and think on behalf of that community. One 
place to look is in the details of location. When discussing autobiographies that are strongly 
influenced by their geographical location, Smith and Watson mention autobiographies that use 
New York City and explain: 
…all situated in New York City, establish richly textured portrayals of its streets, bars, 
apartments and urban scenes, in the vast and heterogeneous space of the city, stories of lives 
engaged its particular locations as well as the complexity of urban life for various kinds of 
subjects to produce not “New York City” but diverse stories of the highly charged, dense, 
sensorily saturated, and often jarring hostile world of the city. This aspect of life narrative, as yet 
rarely studied by critics who tend to see the site as a backdrop, shapes the context of both 
autobiographical subjectivity and the kinds of stories that can be told. (71) 
The use of “working class New York” during the progressive era allows Colon to utilize sites 
that exemplify a kind of hardworking immigrant story that can both redeem Puerto Ricans in 
public spaces but also allow for the critique against the United States to be a class based 
critique, hence making it less about Puerto Ricans and their “ways” of being unassimilable, as 
many of the mainstream articles argued, and more about the way the United States had taken 
turns toward empire and abuses against its own citizens. 
Theoretical approaches to autobiography studies explicate the notion of the constructed 
“I” versus the ever elusive “I” of a human life that seeks to document itself through 
autobiography. Colón situates his “identity” and his life stories within the context of contested 
space, both in New York City and on the island, through the lens and sites of working class 
struggle. Almost all critical approaches to autobiography concede that the self, represented 
textually, is one in a constant state of becoming or emergence as it navigates through memory, 
language, authorial intention, and reader. It is universally agreed upon (and this cannot be said 
about much else) that the solid self of truth and nothing but the truth Rousseau purported to 
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reveal in his watershed autobiography was nothing if not performative (Eakin 4). This argument 
seems to rely on selves in relation to power structures that affirm their right to exist. What then is 
the elusive content of selfhood under siege and purported to not exist.23 In the case of Colón, 
there is an interesting extension to his attempt to forge both a personal and communal “I” in 
contrast to the mainstream media representation with which he picks his autobiographical 
fight. The extension is his archive that reveals layers of culture, language, and development 
as a writer, starting from his love letters as a seventeen year old boy to a second book 
published after his death. 
The Generative Archive 
Mi muy querida Concha, mi negrita linda, mi querida negrita, negrita de mi corazón, mi 
negrita de papa, estimada Concha de mi corazón, lo que más se quiere, mi negrita linda y 
buena, estimada negrita de mi vida, la única…This is a small sample of the many terms of 
endearment with which Jesús Colón opened his letters to his beloved Concha, not only when he 
first arrived in New York alone at seventeen years of age, but for seven years until she arrived 
in 1925 and they were married. He also wrote to her for many years after when she was away in 
Puerto Rico during their thirty two years of marriage.24 These are terms filled with affection and 
steeped in Puerto Rican cultural traditions that remain firmly entrenched even after thirty plus 
years of married life in New York City, active political work as socialists and organizers, and 
extensive transmigration for Concha, and a more limited transmigration for Jesús.25 The letters 
ground the historical in the personal and illuminate a space in between the hyperbolic 
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paternalism of machismo and the exaggerated Latin lover of Hollywood lore where an actual 
Puerto Rican man in love might be found expressing tenderness, commitment to family, loyalty, 
and the struggles faced being away from love, home, language and culture. It is the deeply 
spiritual act of communion forged in private letters, and rarely captured for public consumption, 
that is on display when Jesús writes to Concha. In writing about Jesús Colón, José M. Irizarry 
Rodríguez quotes Cornell West, explaining the connection between love and political resistance: 
“Self-love and love of others are both modes toward increasing self-valuation and encouraging 
political resistance.” Irizarry Rodríguez goes on to explain the early Puerto Rican literary 
tradition in terms of how “their texts focus on generating a sense of agency and increasing self- 
valuation and encouraging political resistance in one’s community” (32). It is this self-love and 
the love of the beloved that emerges from the letters between Jesús y Concha that over time 
becomes a shared love for their community, a foundation for their political agency, and the 
motivation for sharing that love with others through community building and writing. Colón 
began to articulate a love for his identity as a self-described Black Puerto Rican precisely when it 
was under direct fire in his early years in New York when he did not yet speak English and faced 
discrimination and poverty. His letters of love and devotion to Concha were his ongoing self-
valuation project and through them Jesús Colón embodied his desire to be a writer before ever 
publishing a word. The letters also indicate a direct impact on his early published writing in both 
form and content. 
In turn Concha’s letters to Jesús, though far fewer in number, also offer an intriguing if 
limited view of the voice of a Puerto Rican woman moving not only from the Island to New 
York, but from a traditional role to a more modern one.26 In some letters she calms and soothes 
him, but she can often be found challenging him as well. Ultimately, the letters reveal a love 
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story that grows vast enough to embrace a growing love for New York City, the struggle for 
dignity for all workers, a devotion to Puerto Rico and the fight for independence, and a 
commitment to the new “colony” of Puerto Ricans facing so many struggles abroad. Examining 
the love letters of a political activist and writer from the earliest migrations of Puerto Ricans to 
New York offers access to the foundational role of love in bringing social change and offering 
hope. It is in this light we can consider that Alice Walker entitled her memoir about her life as a 
social activist, Anything We Love Can Be Saved (1997). I examine the specific alchemy of love 
and self-expression in Jesús Colón’s letters to Concha as a means of understanding the pivotal 
role of love in his coming of age as both a writer and an activist. Centralizing his private self- 
actualization through these letters is a choice to prioritize the inner lives of activists, not just their 
outer works, and the ways these inner lives sustain and shape them. Given how carefully the 
letters were archived it is also an extension into the autobiographical story Colón could not 
engage in publicly, but had left behind for others to discover. 
In Jesús Colón’s letters to Concha, we can trace his moral, political, and intellectual 
development. We can also trace in those letters some of his earliest published works in Spanish 
like the series entitled “Cartas inmorales a mi novia”(Immoral Letters to My Girlfriend), which 
he wrote and published under the pseudonym Pericles Espada in Gráfico in 1928.27 The 
newspaper was noted as representing and serving the Puerto Rican Community, as was Colón 
himself, by Colón’s friend and contemporary Bernardo Vega who purchased the newspaper in 
1927 from Ramón La Villa (Vega 149). Of the paper’s goals and status, Vega wrote, “…Gráfico 
was the best paper in the Puerto Rican community so far…no case of discrimination against a 
Puerto Rican was not condemned in the pages…in a word, it served, within its limited means, as 
a faithful eyewitness for the Puerto Rican Community in New York” (49). It is essential then to 
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examine how one of the first series of crónicas Colón publishes is in the form of “imaginary” 
letters to his girlfriend. Although he does so under a pseudonym, the content and structure of the 
letters are immediately familiar once you have had the opportunity to read his original letters to 
Concha. Starting from the time frame he uses to open the first letter, “…hoy cumplimos diez 
años escribiendo de amores…diez años escribiendo de dos as tres cartas por semana” (Colón 
2001, 37), in 1928, when this was published, he had in fact been writing to Concha since 1918, 
exactly the ten years he refers to in the opening line. It is clear he used the foundation of his 
letters to Concha as a starting point for his philosophical letters from Pericles in Gráfico. Even 
the opening greetings, amada mía, mi bien amada, mi querida única, to the imaginary letters 
read like an homage to Concha and his early letters to her. One can easily imagine her 
encouraging him to write based on the beauty of his letters that often read like poems and 
political polemics. 
Edwin Karli Padilla Aponte, in his excellent and comprehensive introduction to Jesús 
Colón’s published worked in Spanish language newspapers, Lo que el pueblo me dice (2001), 
offers a somewhat limited view on the choice to write love letters as a form. The limitation of the 
analysis may in fact be his never having had the opportunity to read the love letters young Jesús 
wrote to Concha. Padilla Aponte explains Colón’s transition from his first style of using humor 
and sarcasm under the pseudonym Miquís Tiquís to the more philosophical tone of the letters 
from Pericles by claiming that the girlfriend was a symbol for “la patria” or the homeland and 
the style of using letters so the girlfriends doubts could serve as excuses for mounting 
philosophical arguments (24). What Padilla Aponte does not realize is that the girlfriend may be, 
as he posits, an allegory for the “patria” and also a real woman who helped Colón to clarify his 
ideas about everything from love of country to doubting God. Padilla Aponte also imagines the 
186
girlfriend’s doubts are a convenient literary device for inserting desired themes as if the 
“intended” audience had asked for them. What is not understood here is that Colón’s actual love 
letters to Concha capture the coming of age of a Puerto Rican boy as he becomes a man and a 
writer through the deepest and most long-lasting relationship of his life. He frequently opened 
his letters to her addressing questions she had asked or doubts she has presented in previous 
letters. Despite having dropped out of high school in Puerto Rico, Jesús Colón became an 
intellectual, a writer, and an activist in two languages. However, before he wrote political articles 
in radical newspapers and vignettes “disguised” as letters to an imaginary girlfriend that would 
eventually be published, he wrote letters to Concha professing love, exploring his own ideas 
about life in New York, and sharing his philosophical impressions with her; essentially he was 
sharing his writing and his desire to write before he had completely come to understand it or 
declare it to himself.  He was also, unknowingly perhaps, studying writing and becoming a 
writer in his letters to Concha where he frequently mounts arguments, describes new and 
exciting things he is experiencing in great detail, and tries to inspire and sometimes even chide 
her into becoming more of a reader and writer herself. To be clear the letters also push at the 
boundaries of traditional love letters as they are also letters of migration and crisis. One of the 
most fascinating letters is a rare undated letter that seems to fit into the ten year mark (1928) of 
his published “Pericles letters” time frame due to a reference he makes of wishing Concha had 
been reading over “the past ten years” and the fact that she does not yet seem to be fully 
engulfed in her role as his political partner (Colón Archives, Box 7, Folder 12). 
This letter is fascinating on many fronts starting with the paper it is written on. Colón 
composed the letter on stationary from Camp Nitgedaiget on The Hudson, a place described as 
“…meaning ‘no worries’ in Yiddish, also known as Camp Beacon. It was a vacation resort for 
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both Jewish progressive liberals and Communist sympathizers who held an idealistic 
worldview.”28 In the letter he addresses Concha’s expressed interest in attending, but he goes on 
to tell her that she is most likely interested in the natural pool, or the good food, or the beautiful 
vistas he has described, but that she is not ready for the “other world” the camp really represents, 
the world of the “real proletariat” because she has refused to read. Colón writes, “Concha, mi 
Concha, ¡si tu hubieras leído en estos diez años!” (If only you had read over these last ten 
years.) He underlines the word read twice, and then proceeds to describe to her a world that 
could not have been more confounding to a traditional Catholic woman raised in Puerto Rico (or 
your average working class immigrant in New York for that matter). He describes a section of 
sunning terraces at the camp where he proceeds to remove his bathing suit among a mixed 
gender group, also in the nude, who proceed to discuss and argue about politics. In the letter, he 
seems utterly frustrated by Concha’s old fashioned allegiances to what he considers out dated 
morality, and he proceeds to rip into the “tipo average” (average type) of Puerto Rican that 
would not understand the joys or modernity of this “other world.” He has clearly put her into that 
type but is also offering a means of escape by telling her to read the progressive political 
pamphlets she has called “boring and dry.” This letter mirrors in many ways a letter he writes 
later as Pericles for publication in which he chides the imaginary girlfriend for her desire to 
receive letters full of love and poetry. In the real letter, he writes in a very paternalistic tone to 
Concha: 
Dear child of mine I will bring you as soon as you read fifteen or twenty pamphlets that 
are strewn around my study and that you have never bothered to read. Because they are 
so dry and flavorless, right? They don’t speak of love and moonlight. (my translation) 
In his first published letter as Pericles, he writes to the “imaginary girlfriend” that he is changing 
the tone of his letters and plans to write in a new style and to explore the difference in education 
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and atmosphere that exist between them, and the she clearly thinks marriage will be “all kisses 
and moonlight (Padilla Aponte, 37). This intention of setting a new tone is very clear in the real 
letter from Camp Nitgedaiget that he closes with imagining what his sister or Concha’s mother 
would say about what he has told her of his summer in the “other world” and their perception of 
its immorality, which he shuts down with his new philosophical understandings. He then moves 
to assuage Concha’s fears or possible jealousy by writing, “…ahora no te pongas por lo que 
escribo a imaginarte cosas también con ‘tu moral.’ Tu negro llegará completito e intocado.” “I 
will return untouched” is his disclaimer, but he is also rejecting her readiness for such an 
experience. It is easy to imagine that he is simply not ready to allow his wife to participate in the 
modern and entirely foreign concept of public nudity, despite his own joy in it, and is trying to 
scare her away. Regardless of the complex intentions, he writes a five page letter on that 
stationery from the “other world” and describes it with great clarity and rigor. He is honest and 
open with his wife in a way that is modern and egalitarian, if only in the written word. Yet, like 
his public letter-writing identity Pericles, he disdains her demand for romantic words and poetry. 
His own notions of the possibilities of his writing are clearly expanding. Even as he uses the 
same format of the love letter, he pushes at its boundaries in both the published versions and the 
private. Leaving these letters in premeditated archives allows us to examine the way Colón was 
using his own life to explore a world radically different from the one he had been expected to 
inhabit according to strict traditional cultural norms within the Puerto Rican community. He 
disparages in private this Puerto Rican “type,” but he would not write such a separation between 
self and community in public. 
One of the most astonishing things about the letters is how young both of them were 
when the letters began and how mature each already seemed. It was a time when Puerto Rican 
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seventeen year olds were regularly called off to war, left school to work and marry, left their 
countries alone to venture to a new land, and considered themselves men and women. These 
letters reveal a Puerto Rican male youth that is almost unrecognizable to our cultural stereotypes 
today. If anything, the stereotypes and social exclusion of young Puerto Rican males has 
intensified in many ways that would be both heart breaking and infuriating to Jesús Colón, so 
much so that despite being the longest standing Latino group in New York City, Puerto Rican 
males still have the highest dropout rates from high school in the city.29 These were precisely the 
kinds of statistics he hoped his writing would work against. In his letters to Concha, Jesús reveals 
a different story of a young man from Puerto Rico arriving in NYC to work low paying odd jobs 
and confronting racism with things like Rudyard Kipling’s poem “If” hanging on his wall to 
inspire him (39).30 
Writing to Concha also clearly inspired Jesús on various levels. There are far too many 
letters to handle in such a short treatment. However, there are several interesting themes that are 
explored in many letters over the years that reveal the heart of the story of Jesús y Concha: their 
love for each other, Concha’s influence as an inspiration for Jesús, the inherent conflicts and 
difficulties of migration, their political commitment, and their growing modernist perspectives 
and the tension these sometimes brought about in their marriage. The modernist symbol of 
machinery plays a role in their letters as well as they both move from handwritten letters to typed 
letters, and the form and tone of their letters change as a result. It would be too simplistic to 
assume it is the use of the machine that is changing the letters since each is also growing as an 
intellectual and in their relationship to each other. However, the introduction of the typewriter 
changes the tone from love letters to letters of love and other things. Linda C. Delgado points out 
this transition: 
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Concha focused on her role as the dutiful betrothed living a very traditional life on the 
island. However, we see transitions occurring, in both of these people, as US influence 
becomes more prominent in their lives. Concha, who complained about Colón’s terseness 
in her earlier letters [as he began to transition to typed letters] resorts to similar patterns 
as she learns to handle the typewriter better, and as she later becomes more competent in 
office work. (176) 
Through this story of two young Puerto Ricans facing migration, the modern world, 
and the challenges of love in the transition from traditional to modern roles, it is possible to get 
a glimpse of the challenges faced, obstacles overcome, and love shared by thousands of Puerto 
Rican love stories that began on the island and found themselves to be continued in New York 
City. These are the stories we never read about that Jesús Colón so hoped we someday would 
and somehow through them come to know the Puerto Rican people, as he knew them, for who 
they were to each other, not just the “problematic” strangers they appeared to be to everyone 
else. In addition to that is if anything was being worked out in these letters, it was that Jesús 
and Concha ultimately formed a partnership of equals at a time when such a thing was rare for 
husbands and wives, despite their own personal tug of war against patriarchal traditions that were 
firmly entrenched for both of them. 
In the Pericles letters to an “Imaginary or allegorical girlfriend,” Jesús addresses a 
debate about the existence of God to a girlfriend who was born “near the local church and 
whose aunts live in a convent” (Colón 2001, 38-author’s translation). Although it is easy to read 
that whole 
letter as an excuse to put forth his atheism, traces of its reality in relation to Concha are clear in 
a vignette about his mother in law for whom he hangs a picture of Jesus Christ on his wall when 
she comes to visit them in New York City (Colón 101). In the vignette he writes: 
I realized I had a problem on my hands seriously affecting the future of our family. What 
should I do? Early next morning I went to a Catholic religious store. I asked to see an 
image of Jesus. I picked one that seemed to be very human. From there I went to the 
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nearest Five and Ten and bought a framed picture of some fruits…and placed the image 
of Jesus in the frame. Now it looked as if I had bought both image and frame in the same 
store. (A Puerto Rican in NY 103) 
In a turn of phrase worthy of the most agile cultural critic, Colón separates the “image” 
from the “frame” in terms of how he is presenting his form of appeasement of his wife’s family 
religion and his own beliefs. The vignette goes on to show how this one small appeasement, 
replacing a painting of fruits with a painting of Jesus, allows him to build a better relationship 
with his mother in law and to even influence her political beliefs. Padilla Aponte explains how 
Colón writing as Pericles had handled religion in his letters and ultimately had to back away 
from it because it alienated the readers of the day (27). This is just one small example of a theme 
that was certainly worked out in his letters and life with Concha that appeared in his earliest 
published work as well. 
A second collection of his unpublished vignettes, The Way it Was, was in the works when 
he died. He was never able to complete it, but it was edited, finalized, and published according to 
several outlines that remained in his archives (Acosta-Belén and Sanchez Korrol 7). This is a 
fascinating exercise in communal “I” building that begins to point to the importance of his 
archive. His own intentions rendered by others after his death reveal vignettes that he had not yet 
been able to add or make public in his original book. The fifty five vignettes in Colon’s first 
book can be organized, and are mostly situated, in relation to each other according to select 
themes: the first four deal with his childhood in a mostly ideological fashioning of his origins 
story, and the next ten capture the economic disappointments and struggles of life in New York, 
two of which deal directly with racism. In the whole collection, six of the vignettes deal directly 
with encountering racism, but there is no mention of race in the titles. They have titles like 
“Kipling and I” (his reflections on the poem “If” by Kipling and his defiance of its message of 
singular exceptionalism in the face of systemic oppression), “Hiawatha in Spanish,” “Little 
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Things are Big,” “The Mother, The Daughter and Myself,” “She Actually Pinched Me,” and 
“Greetings from Washington.” In these vignettes he deals very directly with racism based on 
being a black Puerto Rican, but the titles offer little hint of the content. In complete contrast, the 
vignettes collected in The Way it Was have titles like “Little Rock,” “The Negro in Puerto Rican 
History,” “The Negro in Puerto Rico Today,” and “Arthur Schomburg and Negro History.” This 
points to a decidedly clearer stance of solidarity with and awareness of the Puerto Rican struggle 
as being directly linked with the racial struggles of African Americans in the United States and 
more broadly the African Diaspora all over the world. Together with his feminist critique of men 
who celebrate their dominance and masculinity by proudly announcing their wives don’t work, 
the printed statement he made when called to testify at the Walter Committee on Un-American 
Activities, and his reckoning with criminality in the Puerto Rican community (which he had 
been unwilling to even mention in his first work), his second collection presents a more nuanced 
and openly personal critique of the systems he had been forced to live within all of his life. The 
work as a whole is significantly less ideological in terms of communism, especially in his 
opening statements to the Walter Committee, “It is clear to all who have followed the antics of 
the so called Committee on Un-American Activities that it has served to protect and mask the 
real Un- merican Activities of the Ku Klux Klan and the White Citizens Council” (Colon, 
Acosta-Belen, Sanchez-Korrol, 100). This change in tone represents the passing of time, his 
actual death, and the work being handled by others, but many of these pieces had been written 
when he published the first collection. Their selection for a collection that never got finished, 
though he lived till 1979, reveals more than just running out of time. It also represents the 
evolution of the communal “I’ as a project and pressure. Each of these writers I explored 
expands outward from a kind of “representational” paradigm to an open desire to write about 
more than identity. I argue that even in their earliest work they are already making aesthetic 
choices that squarely contest identity as the sole purpose of their work, but it does become 
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clearer when comparing later work to earlier work. Though some of the work by Colón was 
written earlier, he had not yet been willing or ready to publish it. 
How does this collection add to the autobiographical content of Colón’s earlier work and 
challenge his communal “I”? He is still telling his own story as a story of his people, but he has 
made a conscious effort to reveal the way his own people, Puerto Ricans, are also divided by 
race. Colón has moved from the position of asking readers to look through the windows of his 
life to look in on the hidden reality of Puerto Ricans using windows on his life to frame race 
relations within the community as well as in relation to the United States. This situating oneself 
both within the community and without is the moment of truth for all autobiographies from the 
margins, and it is unique to consider the way it was not entirely voluntary on Colón’s part. Yet it 
may mark the possibilities of his most vital contribution: the freedom to use his archive in the 
future to tell many stories about the “unsung” Puerto Ricans. 
In relation to Camara Laye’s L’enfant Noir (the autobiography of a Guinean living in 
France and writing in French telling the story of his circumcision ritual as a young man in 
Guinea), as read and critiqued by Olney, Paul John Eakin establishes the very conditions every 
autobiography from the margins is forced to contend with. Eakin writes of the familiar critique 
on such autobiographies that question the implied audience for such work since it is not for the 
tribe who knows the detail of such rituals and in fact would be outraged by the betrayal of its 
secrets (“hidden transcript” in Scott’s work). Eakin writes,“Laye’s story is at once, then, that of 
an insider and an outsider: the recollected past does indeed present the reciprocity of his own 
identity with that of the group; the act of autobiographical recollection, however, testifies to his 
separation from this community in the present” (Eakin 1985, 200). Eakin touches on the very 
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question that I argue forces the autobiographers from the margins I have examined to construct a 
communal “I.” They must at once establish that they belong by virtue of origin and desired 
continued affiliation, but ultimately they are confronted by the limitations of such an identity as 
the story of the self in conflict with the community of origin begins to emerge. The very act of 
writing autobiography demands articulating a self as separate and unique. This must, despite all 
efforts to buttress the impending isolation of belonging nowhere that threatens writers from 
marginalized communities, lead to a reckoning with the community of origin which is where 
individuation must take place. However, in the tense and anxious act of documenting such 
individuation from a group that has offered the only solace from exclusion by the outside forces 
of power, there is also a questioning of where do you belong once you have told the story of the 
place and people where you come from as something you have essentially left behind. This is not 
an issue a heterosexual white male would ever confront as he is only ever individuating from the 
very community he will ultimately be embraced by as a self-made man. It is an issue that Jesús 
Colón faces, and the fact that his most radical departure from his project of rescuing Puerto 
Ricans from distortion and misrepresentation comes after his death and without his final say is 
both problematic and telling. That he meticulously kept an archive makes it clear that he believed 
he was constructing an alternative history of a Puerto Rican in New York to the archives of the 
newspapers of the day. However, it also indicates that he understood the limitations of his 
communal “I” as he became more strongly identified with his Afro-Caribbean roots and his 
understanding of his unique position and opportunities. 
Jesús Colón grapples with these issues most clearly in his vignette “Dalmau” from his 
posthumously published book where he writes, “There are many sentimental, thoroughly 
romantic Puerto Ricans living in the states who think that we have not produced our quota of 
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thieves, jailbirds, perverts and other characters living in our own underworlds of the big northern 
cities. The conditions in which we are forced to live, which block the path to better jobs and 
cleaner neighborhoods, tend to breed these characteristics in any people” (Colon, Acosta-Belen, 
Sanchez-Korrol, 49). Perhaps this piece was not published while he was alive because Colón had 
not yet figured out how to contend with the fact that he had in fact represented himself as one of 
those “romantic” Puerto Ricans by writing and releasing his first book filled with hardworking 
Puerto Ricans struggling with dignity and a socialist spirit against every oppressive and 
discriminatory force that was misrepresenting them as criminals and welfare cheats in the 
mainstream media. In the vignette he goes on, “But let us get away from the heavy analysis and 
get to the story of my friend Dalmau. I never knew his first name, for, as he put it, ‘we are 
friends from the streets.’ Of this world-the Puerto Rican ghetto of the twenties and thirties in 
Brooklyn-only those who lived there knew it existed and only a few who cared knew it inside 
and out. Within that ghetto lived thousands of low paid Puerto Rican workers and church going 
families” (49). These are the same neighborhoods he never references as ghettos in the first book 
where all the local characters read and share books, go to worker camps, attend socialist 
meetings, and help strangers on the street. He is also still making sure we understand that 
Dalmau is the exception to the “thousands of low paid Puerto Rican workers and church going 
families.” The church going description is an interesting development for a staunch and vocal 
atheist. This is not an attempt to diminish the power, truth, and validity of his vignettes in his 
first book where he writes of falling asleep reading and noticing his wife doesn’t want to read 
because she just finished reading War and Peace in Spanish (187). Colón did in fact come from 
a long line of literary and self-educated working class Puerto Ricans with radical politics and an 
internationalist spirit. His earliest writing attempts to rescue that history by positioning it as 
“reality because he lived it” against the onslaught of hostile media coverage. However, as we 
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read “Dalmau,” we get a complicated reversal that operates at several levels. It is worth 
continuing with the first few paragraphs because of the stunning turn it reflects. Once he 
reaffirms that these neighborhoods, which he now calls ghettos, were filled with underpaid 
hardworking and church going Puerto Ricans, he continues to expose what according to his first 
book did not exist: “There for years also lived a group of Puerto Ricans and other Hispanic 
Americans who spent long hours devising ways and means to live by not working. My friend 
Dalmau was one of them”(49). Colón has now identified not just a stray or exceptional criminal 
character, but an entire subculture of criminality during the same historic period of which he had 
been writing in his first book. It is not a question of a new wave of Puerto Rican criminals or lost 
youth, which is a common theme in those looking at a younger generation, but instead it is a 
literal revisiting of his own past and it is one of the few vignettes that was never published in any 
publication during his life.31 What is interesting is not the revelation of criminal elements in 
Colón’s New York, but the ways in which this acknowledgement of it intersects with Jesús 
Colón’s attempts to tell his own story: “I could have been another Dalmau. The only thing that 
saved me was that I was lucky enough to find in time a political and philosophical ideology 
through which I channeled my rebellion against the establishment” (49). Suddenly, there is an 
interruption in the story of a radical that originates as a virtual destiny from the window of his 
childhood, and instead he found this ideology “in time” to channel his “rebellion.” What was 
presented as a straight-and-narrow line of progressive politics is instead complicated to reveal 
struggles for meaning, guidance, and rebellion. Finally, he reconstitutes his communal “I” by 
insinuating himself as spared but for the grace of socialism and redeeming even the seemingly 
unredeemable: “I also found among many of those people a decency and a great love for Puerto 
Rico. You find ‘real honesty and morality,’ non-existent in many so-called respectable people” 
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(49). This vignette goes straight to the heart of Puerto Rican respectability politics as Dalmau 
goes on to become a drug addict and is forced by his habit to compromise his criminal “code of 
conduct” (morality) and ultimately shoots himself in the head. This is a major turning point for 
Colón’s writing, but it is critical to note that he never sought to get it published while he was 
alive though he did include it in his outline for the second book. Many would argue that in fact 
this turn to the criminal, ghetto, and drug addict is a direct response to the market demands for 
this kind of “negative representation” that the best-selling Puerto Rican autobiography Mean 
Streets by Piri Thomas ushers in.  This notion of “negative representation” seeks to define art 
and storytelling according to the rules of media and advertising and often pits the stories of those 
who have lived a truth against the stereotypes of those from outside the community attempting to 
force a specific kind of storyline. Colón seemed to be using “Dalmau” to reach past 
autobiography as public relations campaign to a deeper connection with the very sense of self he 
was working so assiduously to construct in opposition to how he felt constructed by the media 
campaigns against Puerto Ricans. He allowed for how he felt connected to Dalmau in ways that 
he did not feel with “so called respectable people.” Colón was pushing out against the coaxing 
and coerced project of articulating a self “worthy” of respect towards connecting with the worth 
inherent in every self—both his articulated self and the many selves of his community that never 
managed to articulate their stories. Colón is not selling Dalmau as a negative representation but 
is instead mourning him and the loss of so many in the Puerto Rican community to crime and 
drug addiction.32 And by writing through that mourning with compassion, he is engaging once 
again a communal “I” that seeks to leave no one out. 
The border crossing metaphor of the borderlands theorized by Gloria Anzaldúa has 
become a cornerstone of Latino/a Literary Criticism. The concept serves to anchor the lived and 
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artistic practice of continuously crossing cultural, psychological, and spiritual borders, as well as 
geographic ones, as a means of challenging the notion of fixed identity and “complete” 
assimilation. It is a vital theoretical construct to understand the fraught terrain of exclusion and 
belonging that Jesús Colón traveled and lived to tell. In the aesthetic construction of sites for 
autobiographical content, Colón revisits the same neighborhood with two very different 
intentions. As a result, he crosses borders within his community that delimit respectability, race 
relations, and gender roles that puts him in conflict with the very community he wants to 
represent. That he refrains from publishing the “hidden transcript” until after his death, but 
leaves explicit guidance on how he had hoped it might be published, speaks to the deep and 
personally volatile ethics of autobiographic work from within communities already under attack. 
In the chapter titled “Acts of Resistance: Telling Counter Stories” in his book on the ethics of 
life writing, Eakin writes, “Each person is thus involved in a never ending attempt at creating 
what I call a sustainable self-image, a concept that implies the possession of self-respect and 
dignity over time, in spite of challenges and attacks” (Eakin 218). I would argue this is also a 
way to consider the construction of the communal “I” as attempting to monitor and sustain self-
images of self-respect and dignity while also telling the story of continuous attacks on that 
dignity. 
This most consistent function of the communal “I” is using the autobiography to bring to 
light subjugated knowledge about lineage, legacy, and communal identity beyond the 
marginalization each group experiences in the United States. Hong Kingston links her 
storytelling powers to her mother’s talkstory and her female liberation to ancient Chinese female 
warriors; Anzaldúa links her wisdom and ideas about borderlands to ancient Aztec wisdom 
suppressed in both Mexican culture and the mainstream culture of her education; and Douglass 
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links his literacy to his mother having been the only slave who could read and later links his 
mother to an image he sees of a statue in Egypt. All of these moves are linked by an aesthetic 
intent to generate lineages of literacy and wisdom not exclusively attained or derived from the 
Eurocentric books and education each writer received but instead to the suppressed histories of 
their marginalized communities. Jesús Colón adds to this the suppressed political and linguistic 
history of the Puerto Ricans in the United States. 
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1 Numbers of mass migration and sources. 
2 His book is the first published in English by and about Puerto Ricans, a landmark for what would come to 
be known as Nuyorican literature. 
3 The title of his section on Puerto Ricans in his book Harvest of Empire (1993). He goes on to call the Puerto 
Rican migration a schizophrenic experience as a result of this duality. 
4 Recent NYT articles after hurricane Maria in 2017 have taken a similar tone. One example of many is : “A Great 
Migration from Puerto Rico is set to Transform Orlando” (11/17/17). This title ignores the significant presence of 
Puerto Ricans in Orlando over the last thirty years and reverts to the idea that these particular American citizens 
moving in large numbers always indicates “transformation.” It is a long and historical trope about unassimilable 
Puerto Ricans. 
5 NYT article on welfare and relief. 
6 His most significant reference to women include his wife reading War and Peace or serving as his story telling 
foil, his ideological differences with his mother in law, and a critique of men who claim their stay at home wives 
“don’t work.” 
7 Explore the examples of this from other autobiographies in this study 
8 Definitions and explanation of cronicas 
9 Jose Marti and Bernardo Vega also document the practice of tobacco workers paying out of their own pockets to 
hire readers who read while they rolled cigars. 
10 Colon, A Puerto Rican in New York and Other Sketches, 3. 
12 Smith and Watson: The “real” or historical “I,” The narrating “I,” The narrated “I,” and the ideological “I.”(59) 
13 Colon, A Puerto Rican in New York and Other Sketches, Preface, 9. 
14 ibid. 
15 Columbia’s Study on Puerto Rican and C Wright Mills’ book 
16 Jesús Colón Archives , “Why I am Studying Writing,” page 1, Box 9, Folder 11. 
17 ibid. 
18 ibid. 
19 Vazquez, Jesús Colón, and the Development of Insurgent Conciousness. 
20 Puerto Rican Pedagogy book 
21 Colon pages 14 through 17 relate stories from this school in San Juan. 
22 Juan Flores oversaw a lost and found reissuing of the book in 1982. 
23 The voluminous critical work on slave narratives offers many theoretical considerations that can be applied widely 
to work from the margins, and in another chapter on Douglass I argue that slave narratives actually establish the 
practice of “Writing a self into being that is both communal and singular” that becomes the tradition autobiographies 
from the margin can then occupy. I argue that it is the slave narrative and not the ethnic immigrant tales that these 
communities under siege actually follow. These are not tales of assimilation and conversion, but instead they are 
stories of reckoning with communal loss and exclusion that in many ways problematically contend with revealing 
the “hidden transcripts” from their communities to establish legitimacy in the public realm. 
24 Archives of the letters span the years of 1920 and 1948 and are contained in boxes 8 and 6 of the archive. 
25 These terms appear as early as 1920 and as late as 1948 in the last available letters to her in the archive. 
26 There are only a few of Concha’s letters preserved in the archive, but they trace her evolution from a love struck 
teenager handwriting letters to a secretary/clerk in an office typing off a quick note to Jesús due to limited time, and 
then mapping out and organizing the details of her migration so as to facilitate their marriage. 
27 Collected in his Spanish language published works in Lo Que el Pueblo Me Dice (2001). 





30 Based on his Vignette, “Kipling and I.”  
31 Most of the vignettes in both books had been published in socialist newspapers over the span of his writing life. 
The editors do note the nine vignettes found in his papers that had never been published during his life, but had been 
included in his outline for the book and which they eventually included in The Way it Was. Interestingly, both 
vignettes on criminal characters, one in Puerto Rico and the one in New York had never been published anywhere. 32 
Many have recently made note of how the heroin epidemic in rural and suburban areas has garnered national 
attention as a public health crisis, but when it happened in African American and Puerto Rican communities in the 
70s it was a “moral” failing of drug addicts depicted as depraved. 
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